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Chapter 1

Introduction

The question under consideration in this study is ‘Who were the
Nazis?’, the answer to which is critical to our understanding of the
Nazi phenomenon. For the historian and social scientist, discover-
ing the nature of Nazi support is obviously not an esoteric exercise,
for it is only by identifying as precisely as possible those who were
Nazis that a meaningful answer can be given to another fundamen-
tal question, namely why individuals joined the Nazi Party in their
hundreds of thousands before 30 January 1933, the day on which
Hitler was appointed chancellor of the Weimar Republic. The main
concern here will be to investigate the support mobilised by Nazism
during the Weimar era by examining the social characteristics of
the membership and leadership of the National Socialist German
Workers’ Party or Nazi Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbei-
terpartei – NSDAP), and that of a number of its specialist organisa-
tions which, along with the party itself, formed the Nazi Movement.
The Nazi Party’s electoral base will also be reviewed.

It was the dramatic surge in support for the Nazi Party – a
marginal force on the fringe of German politics for much of the
1920s – in the Reichstag election of 14 September 1930 that first
prompted contemporary observers and political analysts to look
more closely into the question of who were the supporters of Nazism.
Much speculation on the social bases of Nazism took place in the
1930s, while the revelation of the full extent of German barbarism
following the defeat of the Third Reich gave renewed impetus to
diagnosing which social group or groups had provided Nazism with
its mass base. Two main hypotheses about the social background of
the support mobilised by the Nazis were advanced from the early
1930s onwards which had one major feature in common: they were
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2 The Social Bases of Nazism, 1919–1933

based on very little, if any, empirical evidence. On the basis of im-
pressionistic assertions not founded upon any meaningful evidence,
contemporary political commentators, political scientists and his-
torians came to the conclusion that the Nazi Party during its so-
called Kampfzeit or ‘time of struggle’ – as the Nazis called the period
stretching from the formation of the party in January 1919 to Hitler
becoming chancellor on 30 January 1933 – was a middle-class party
(Mittelstandspartei), or more often specifically a lower-middle-class
movement. The view that it was the overwhelming support drawn
from the lower middle class that allowed the Nazi Party to become
a mass movement by 1933 became the orthodox interpretational
approach to be found in virtually all major studies on Nazism pub-
lished before and after the Second World War. That approach domi-
nated the analysis of the social characteristics of the Nazi Movement
until the 1980s. It is still encountered in textbooks – and even spe-
cialist literature – on the Nazi phenomenon written in the last two
decades, despite the availability of summaries of the results of recent
research on the social bases of Nazism in which the veracity of the
‘middle-class thesis’ is strongly questioned, if not refuted altogether
[48; 49; 90; 94; 105; 108; 127; 136]. The counter-argument, which
contends the Nazi Party was a people’s party (Volkspartei) based on
support from all social groupings, a hypothesis which also first sur-
faced in the 1930s, found few supporters at the time and remained
very much a minority view in the post-war period until compar-
atively recently. The fact the Nazis themselves constantly claimed
from the 1920s onwards that their party rested on a broad social
base, that the Nazi Movement drew support from all social classes
and that it was a people’s party transcending the class divide, com-
plicated the arguments surrounding the social bases of Nazism, both
before and after the collapse of the Nazi state.

Various attempts to develop other theories on the nature of
Nazism have also been made over time. The ‘Marginal Man’
hypothesis, based on the idea that members of the Nazi Party were
essentially ‘failures’ or ‘marginal’ types, a theory first suggested by
Konrad Heiden [60], found some support and was pushed to an
absurd level by Daniel Lerner in the post-war period [84]. On the
basis of an analysis of 577 biographies of Nazi functionaries in-
cluded in the 1934 edition of Das Deutsche Führerlexicon, Lerner
concluded that 56.6 per cent of the Nazi ‘elite’ were ‘marginal’.
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Given his strange choice of indices to determine ‘marginality’ – for
Lerner dubbed individuals who married early or late in life, or those
who had studied abroad, or those who were artisans, farmers, en-
listed men, Bavarians or Catholic, as well as those who were from
the Rhineland, as ‘marginal’ – it is surprising that the percentage
he arrived at was not higher still [84: 84–99]. Lerner never makes
clear the criteria he used to select the biographies he analysed from
a publication which had been officially approved by the Nazis and
one which had a clear propagandistic character. His ‘sample’ cer-
tainly could not be used to substantiate the contention that the
‘study confirms the thesis that the Nazi movement was a middle-
class and lower-middle class movement . . . the melting pot of the
German middle class’, as asserted by Franz Neumann in the intro-
duction to Lerner’s book [84: v]. Jakub Banaszkiewicz combined
the ‘Marginal Man’ theory with the ‘middle-class theory’ in his
investigation of the social bases of Nazism, and reached the conclu-
sion that ‘in the emergence and development of the German fascist
movement, a dominant role was played mainly by two social groups:
the petty bourgeoisie and people of the social fringe’ [6: 251]. The
‘Generational Revolt’ hypothesis, the view that the ‘youth factor’
rather than the ‘class factor’ played the most critical role in mo-
bilising support for Nazism, is another thesis developed to explain
the nature of Nazi support, one most forcefully argued by Peter
Loewenberg [86] and Peter Merkl [96; 97]. The idea that Nazism
represented a form of ‘Green Revolt’, that it was essentially a small-
town and rural phenomenon, has also been advocated over the years
by a number of historians [59; 87]. All of these alternative theories,
however, have had little impact on the debate on the social char-
acteristics of Nazism, in which the conflicting hypotheses of the
‘middle-class party’ or ‘class party’ and ‘people’s party’ or ‘mass
party’ have dominated the scene since the early 1930s, with the
former making all the running until the last few decades.

Establishing as accurate a picture of the social bases of the Nazi
Movement as possible is, of course, of fundamental importance
in any attempt to comprehend the Nazi phenomenon. Given the
almost universal acceptance of the thesis that it was essentially a
middle-class movement, the main thrust of research from the 1930s
onwards was centred on explaining why the Mittelstand was so partial
to Nazism, rather than on providing a firm empirical foundation on
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which to base the theory. The recognition – primarily in the last
three decades or so – that the social bases of Nazism were very
much broader, and that the Nazi Movement attracted support from
all occupational and social groupings, has stimulated the re-thinking
of the why question and broadened the scope of analysis to consider
factors which drew sections of the working and upper classes to
Nazism during the 1920s and early 1930s.

The objective of this book is to review work which has been done
on the social background of those individuals who joined the Nazi
Movement during the Weimar Republic, a period when German
society was trying to adjust to the demands made by an open soci-
ety, by a pluralist, bourgeois-democratic parliamentary system. The
social andoccupationalbackgroundof the1.6millionwho joined the
Nazi Party between February and May 1933, when the Nazi Party
enforced a temporary recruitment ban, will not be given attention.
Undoubtedly many of the Märzgefallenen (the ‘March Fallen’, that
is those who joined the NSDAP following its success in securing
43.9 per cent of the vote in the 5 March 1933 Reichstag election)
and Maiveilchen (the ‘May Violets’, the hundreds of thousands who
rushed to join the Nazi Party once it had announced that it was
bringing in a temporary halt in recruitment as from 1 May 1933), as
the Nazi members of some long-standing disparagingly described
the huge flood of individuals who stampeded into the party be-
tween February and May 1933, probably represent the influx of
diverse social forces prompted perhaps less by conviction than by
opportunism or necessity. The social types that swelled the Nazi
Party during the Third Reich (by 1939 the NSDAP had around
5.3 million members, and by the end of the war over 8 million) are
also left aside. By concentrating on the Weimar era, the focus falls
on those individuals who made a free choice to support Nazism. The
millions who joined the Nazi Party during the Third Reich were un-
doubtedly characterised by different motives to those who made the
decision to support Nazism when it was not a party of government.
Obviously the operational environment in which people made their
choice to enter the Nazi Party was vastly different before Hitler was
appointed chancellor on 30 January 1933 – which signified that the
Nazi Party had become a party of government at the national level
for the first time – than thereafter.
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The same applies to the choice made by those individuals who
joined any of the numerous specialist organisations generated by
the Nazi Movement before 1933, which targeted the special in-
terests of such diverse elements of German society as blue-collar
workers, white-collar employees, shopkeepers, students, women,
youth, civil servants, doctors, dentists, teachers, lawyers, farmers
and so on. The social characteristics of some of the Nazi specialist
organisations, such as those established to recruit farmers, teach-
ers, lawyers and doctors, are obviously relatively clearly defined in
class terms. The interesting aspect of such specialist organisations
catering for middle- and upper-class elements of German society
is the number that they mobilised before 1933. However, the so-
cial configuration of the membership of such important special-
ist organisations as the SA (Sturmabteilung – Storm Section), the
SS (Schutzstaffel – Protection Squad), the HJ (Hitlerjugend – Hitler
Youth) and the NSBO (Nationalsozialistische Betriebszellenorganisa-
tion – National Socialist Factory Cell Organisation), all of which
aimed their appeal at all social classes, is also of critical import-
ance to an understanding of the social configuration of the Nazi
Movement as a whole. This is especially pertinent in view of the
fact that some of these, such as the SA and the NSBO, attracted
individuals who were not invariably members of the NSDAP also.
Paralleling the work that has been done on the social characteristics
of the membership of the Nazi Party in the last three or so decades,
historians and social scientists have also been investigating the so-
cial contours of the membership of several of the more significant
Nazi specialist organisations. The results of their research will also
be reviewed.

Finally, another dimension which explores the social contours
of Nazism from a different, though related, perspective to that of
membership analysis will be examined: the social characteristics
of the Nazi electorate before Germany became a one-party state
in 1933. Although in a qualitative sense the analysis of the Nazi
electorate does not deal with the committed, hard-core element of
the Nazi Movement in the way that membership analysis does, it
nevertheless provides a useful additional insight into the nature of
the support given by large sections of German society to Nazism
before 1933. As in the case of the work that has been done in the last
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few decades on the social characteristics of the membership of the
Nazi Movement, massive strides have been made in the last twenty
years or so in identifying the social background of the millions of
Germans who voted for the Nazi Party before 1933. This work
has replaced the educated guesswork of the past with firm results
derived from the increasingly sophisticated quantitative methods
that have been employed in interrogating the massive electoral data
available to those trying to find an answer to the question: ‘Who
voted for Hitler?’.



Chapter 2

Historiographical survey

From 1930 onwards – and especially after the Nazi electoral break-
through in the Reichstag election of 14 September 1930, when the
Nazi Party secured 18.3 per cent of the vote – contemporary his-
torians, political scientists and political commentators began to
tackle the question of the social bases of Nazism in earnest.
Incompatible hypotheses about the social contours of Nazism were
developed at the time which were not substantiated by any mean-
ingful or significant empirical data, hypotheses which continued to
influence the debate in the post-1945 period, when the question
of ‘Who supported Nazism’ was given new impetus following the
revelation of German barbarism during the Third Reich.

The most enduring and widely supported theory of the social
bases of Nazism developed in the early 1930s, which was the dom-
inant, orthodox view until at least the 1980s, was the ‘middle-class
thesis’ of Nazism, or often – more specifically – the ‘lower-middle-
class thesis’. This rests on the notion that the Nazi Party recruited
its membership and secured its electorate almost exclusively from
the ranks of the petite bourgeoisie. There was generally no differen-
tiation made at first between these two quite distinct aspects of its
support. Needless to say, the middle-class or ‘bourgeois nature’ of
National Socialism was orthodoxy among Marxist historians from
the outset. The idea that the Nazi virus could affect the working class
was anathema to Marxist scholars, who from the 1920s onwards ad-
hered to the view that Nazism was essentially a tool of monopoly
capitalism. But support for the middle-class thesis is also widely to
be found in the writings of non-Marxists scholars before 1933. It
is reflected in a series of articles published between 1931 and 1933
by Werner Stephan, who analysed the local, regional and national
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election results of the early 1930s and pointed to the successes which
the Nazi Party achieved in predominantly Protestant middle-class
urban and rural areas [128–31]. Stephan saw the collapse of the vote
of the middle-class parties in the early 1930s as the factor which fu-
elled the rise of the electoral strength of the Nazi Party. He took it for
certain that the loss of support in the Reichstag elections of the early
1930s collectively suffered by the German Democratic Party, the
German People’s Party and the German National People’s Party –
parties which he assumed were supported at the polls virtually ex-
clusively by the Mittelstand – was the factor which accounted for
the rise of the Nazi Party [129: 576]. He also looked at the perfor-
mance of the Nazis in predominantly working-class, middle-class
and upper-class districts of a number of cities, demonstrating that
in the working-class districts of the towns which he investigated
the Nazi vote was low, while in predominantly middle-class dis-
tricts it was often very high [128: 797]. Also very influential in
the entrenchment of the middle-class thesis in the early 1930s was
Theodor Geiger, who put the success of the Nazis in the Reichstag
election of September 1930 down to a ‘Panic in the Mittelstand’
[50]. In his seminal work on the class structure of German society
published in 1932, which included a chapter on the relationship
between Nazism and the Mittelstand [51: 109–22], Geiger claimed
that it was ‘a known fact that the NSDAP was based on recruits
drawn from both the old and the new Mittelstand’ [51: 112]. He
underpinned his view by reference to electoral statistics on the Nazi
vote and observations made by political commentators. Similar con-
clusions, again not substantiated by any meaningful evidence, were
reached by the American political scientist Harold D. Lasswell, who
argued Nazism represented little more than a reactionary movement
of the lower middle class responding to the threat of big business and
organised labour [83]. Influential also in popularising the middle-
class thesis of Nazism was Konrad Heiden, whose pioneering study
of the Nazi Party was published in New York in 1935 [60]. Heiden
asserted that ‘the Nazis were a class party’ and ‘that the membership
was drawn primarily from the lower middle class’ [60: 18, 28].

The first empirically based investigation on the social character-
istics of the Nazi Party was published in 1938 by the American soci-
ologist Theodore Abel [1]. This was based on 683 replies supplied
by Nazis who had responded to an essay competition entitled ‘Why
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I became a National Socialist’, which Abel had organised in 1934
with the co-operation of the Nazi press in the Hesse region, a com-
petition which was open to those Nazi members who had joined the
party before 1 January 1933. Abel discarded eighty-three accounts,
including all of the forty-eight replies received from women, whom
Abel viewed as atypical, distorting the male Nazi Movement as he
saw it. On the basis of this unrepresentative sample, Abel argued
that the NSDAP was a lower-middle-class affair. Similar conclu-
sions were reached by Hans Gerth in his article on the membership
and leadership of the Nazi Party which appeared in 1940 [53]. Using
data which had appeared in a Nazi history of the party, as well as
some data on the social background of its membership published
in the Nazi press, Gerth pointed to the under-representation of the
working class and of farmers, and the significantover-representation
of white-collar employees and independents in the Nazi member-
ship.

In the post-war era the (lower-) middle-class thesis was supported
and refined in a number of important studies in which conclusions
on the social profile of the Nazi Party were usually still made on
the basis of a cursory review of the Nazi electorate. A strong sup-
porter of the middle-class thesis of Nazism in the post-war era was
the American sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset, who argued that
‘classic fascism’ was the movement of the petite bourgeoisie rad-
icalised by the fear of capitalism and organised labour, the prod-
uct of economic crisis and of the long-term consequences of in-
dustrialisation [85]. Variants of the middle-class thesis are to be
found in the works of a number of scholars who wrote influential
books on Nazism from the 1950s to the 1970s, important stud-
ies which shaped subsequent work on the phenomenon. Thus Karl
Dietrich Bracher, who was much concerned with the question of
why the Mittelstand was so attracted to the NSDAP, characterised it
as ‘a middle-class mass party’ [16: 187–8, 195–204]. Dietrich Orlow
pointed to the ‘lower-middle-class origins’ of the ‘pioneer’ group of
the Nazi Party [111: 47]. Martin Broszat also saw the sociological
picture of the Nazi Party very much in lower-middle-class terms [17:
29–32], while Francis Carsten argued that it was the ‘petit-bourgeois
standards and resentments’ of white-collar workers, civil servants,
farmers and independent businessmen which made them particu-
larly susceptible to the appeal of Nazism [23: 143]. Little, if any,
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empirical evidence was advanced to substantiate the middle-class
image of Nazism portrayed in these works. It was taken as axiomatic
by the vast majority of scholars working on Nazism that the ques-
tion of the class nature of Nazism had already been conclusively
answered.

Given the almost universal acceptance before the Second World
War – and for many decades thereafter – of the hypothesis that
Nazism was a middle-class phenomenon, the comparatively few
scholars and political scientists, who argued from the 1930s on-
wards that the Nazi Party was a people’s party able to mobilise sup-
port from all class groupings in German society, had little impact.
The German political scientist Gerhard Friters, studying in the
United States in the early 1930s, suggested that although the Nazi
Party and the SA were based largely on support derived from white-
collar employees and the independent urban and rural Mittelstand
(as well as students in the case of the SA), the Nazis were also able to
attract younger age cohorts of the working class, which he estimated
as constituting between 10 and 15 per cent of the NSDAP’s mem-
bership [47]. Similar conclusions were reached by Hans Jäger, who
also emphasised the Nazi Party’s middle-class nature, but pointed
to the significant section of unemployed and young workers among
the party’s membership, with workers predominating in the SA [66:
1430–1]. Sigmund Neumann, while viewing the NSDAP as pri-
marily a party of the Mittelstand, noted the support it secured from
youth, from elements of the elite (from the high-ranking military,
the aristocracy and higher civil servants), as well as from the working
class. He argued that it was the ‘broad social foundation’ on which
the Nazi Party was based by 1932, which – despite fluctuations in
the extent of its support – gave it its constant strength [106, 78–82].
In his analysis of the rise of Hitler, the future president of the Federal
Republic, Theodor Heuss, noted ‘the strong contingent of working-
class people’ which was to be found in the Nazi Party by the early
1930s and pointed to the heterogeneity of its membership [62: 163].
Significantly, the argument that the NSDAP had a broad social base
was voiced even by a few socialists, notably Paul Sering, who came
to the conclusion that the NSDAP ‘recruited from members of all
classes’, including the working class [122]. Support for the view
of the Nazi Party as a ‘people’s party’ is also to be found in the
post-war period, most notably in Reinhard Bendix’s early work on
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the theme, which argued that the Nazi membership was ‘quite
heterogeneous’ and described the NSDAP as a Volkspartei [8]. In
his analysis of the relationship existing between the Mittelstand and
Nazism, Heinrich August Winkler reached the conclusion – based
on electoral data and the Nazi Party’s membership census of 1935 –
that although the middle class dominated the party, a not insignif-
icant presence of workers within the NSDAP justified calling it a
Volkspartei [134–6].

Given the enormous strides which have been made in the pub-
lication of empirical data on the social bases of Nazism since the
1970s, the very limited evidence on which the debate on the so-
ciology of the Nazi Movement was conducted for forty years is
astonishing. Until the power of the computer and of ecological re-
gression analysis was systematically used in researching which social
groups supported the Nazi Party at the polls, historians and social
scientists had only been in the position of reaching – at best – some-
what tentative conclusions about the social characteristics of the
Nazi electorate. As far as the membership of the Nazi Party was
concerned, there was only the limited material gathered by Abel at
the outset of the Third Reich. In the post-war period one known
detailed analysis on the sociology of the membership of the NSDAP
first became available to historians, the Partei-Statistik, a member-
ship census undertaken by the Nazis themselves (see Figure 1),
which was distributed among the party cadre – but restricted to
internal party use only – by the Reich Organisation Leader Robert
Ley in 1935 [113]. Once it became available to historians and social
scientists, this data set – as one might expect, given its provenance –
was treated with great suspicion and more often than not dismissed
as a piece of Nazi propaganda, or as a reflection of wishful thinking
on the part of the Nazi leadership. The aspect of the Partei-Statistik
which proved particularly contentious was the data it contained on
the level of working-class support the party had managed to ac-
quire before January 1933, which buttressed the claim made by the
Nazis that their party was a genuine people’s party transcending
the class divide. For though the Partei-Statistik pointed to a strong
presence of the Mittelstand within the ranks of the NSDAP, it also
noted that ‘workers’ made up 31.5 per cent of the membership re-
cruited by the party between the end of February 1925 and the end
of January 1933 [113: 70]. Since the Partei-Statistik also provided
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Figure 1 The occupational status of the membership of the
Nazi Party on 30 January 1933 according to the Partei-Statistik
(N: 849,009)

the breakdown of the party membership at the Gau (or regional)
level, it also threw much light on the regional variations of the social
make-up of the party. The extent of working-class support present
in the party before 1933, for example, ranged from a low of 24
per cent in Gau Greater Berlin to a high of 43.8 per cent in Gau
Westphalia-South [113: 148]. The veracity of the percentages given
in the census for the working-class membership at the national and
Gau level was usually denied by those who adhered to the ‘middle-
class movement’ thesis. Questions about the representative nature
and reliability of the data were raised. The ‘class model’ employed
in the analysis was queried. Another line of attack was to suggest
that the percentage of workers in the party is meaningless, because
the Nazis failed to define what they meant by ‘workers’ [26: 253].

In fact, the Nazi statisticians did make some attempt to define
what they meant by the various categories they used in the census,
such as ‘workers’, ‘white-collar workers’ and ‘self-employed’. The
‘workers’ category comprised the occupational groups of unskilled
workers, agricultural workers, workers in the mining industry and
skilled workers [113: 55], an approach broadly in line with that em-
ployed by national census statisticians of the time. The real problem
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with the Partei-Statistik is that it can only show the social compo-
sition of the membership as on 1 January 1935. It cannot give an
accurate picture of the social characteristics of the party’s member-
ship for the period from February 1925 to 30 January 1933 because
it records only those individuals who had joined and re-joined the
Nazi Party in 1925 or thereafter who were still in the party at the time
the census was taken. The problem here is that while the Nazis had
enrolled around 1.5 million members before 30 January 1933, only
849,009 of these were still in the party at the time the census was
taken [113: 12]. The Partei-Statistik cannot, therefore, tell us any-
thing about the approximately 650,000 Germans (and Austrians,
who were also enrolled by Munich party headquarters) who had
joined the party before 30 January 1933 and were no longer in the
party by the time of the membership count of 1934.

However, despite this real limitation, there are a number of fac-
tors which suggest that the Partei-Statistik does represent a genuine
attempt by the Nazis to get an insight into the social background of
their membership. What sways one towards this view is that the data
was never published during the Third Reich, nor used in Nazi pro-
paganda to provide hard evidence to substantiate the claim that the
party was an authentic trans-class party in which all social groupings
were represented. What motivated the Nazis to find out what sort
of social profile their membership had is made clear in the pream-
ble to the Partei-Statistik: it was to be used to work out the future
recruitment strategy of the party once the ban on recruitment was
(initially partially) lifted in 1935. The Nazis admitted that work-
ers were not present in the party in sufficient numbers, and that the
recruitment of workers in general – and miners, agricultural labour-
ers and forestry workers in particular – was to be pursued once the
bar on further recruitment was lifted [113: 65]. The Nazis were
aware that the Mittelstand was over-represented within the ranks of
the party membership and admitted that workers and farmers were
under-represented in the party, whereas white-collar employees, in-
dependents and civil servants were over-represented [113: 56]. If,
as has been suggested, the Nazis were intent on distorting the facts,
they did not do a very good job in manipulating the data they col-
lected. It would have been relatively easy for them to have massaged
the figures for the various social groupings present in the party to
bring them more in line with the class structure of German society.
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Because the Partei-Statistik was for many decades in the post-war
period the only major source available on the sociography of the
Nazi Party, and since it also provided a breakdown of the party
membership at the Gau or regional level, it proved an irresistible
source to historians dealing with the social characteristics of the
Nazi Party’s rank-and-file at the national level [17; 119], and es-
pecially to those historians who pioneered studies dealing with the
development of the Nazi Party at the regional level, though these
invariably used this source with reservation and great care, if not
with considerable misgivings [15; 55; 107; 114; 118].

As long as empirical evidence on the occupational and social
background of the membership of the NSDAP was basically con-
fined to the disputed data available in the Partei-Statistik, the gener-
ally accepted notion of the Nazi Party as a middle-class movement
was relatively easy to sustain, as was its corollary that the mem-
bers it was able to recruit from the working class and upper class
were marginal at best. The turning point in the debate came in the
1970s when two developments occurred which placed the contro-
versy surrounding the social characteristics of the Nazi Movement
on to an increasingly firm empirical footing: new data was discov-
ered and – along with known electoral and membership data –
subjected to computer analysis. Developments in computer tech-
nology facilitated the use of a major known source [18; 123], the
around 10 million NSDAP membership files housed until the early
1990s in the American-controlled Berlin Document Center (here-
after BDC). Stored in roughly 5,000 boxes, the Nazi Party mem-
bership cards issued between 1925 and 1945, which fell by chance
into American hands in 1945, were originally divided into two sets,
the Blue File arranged geographically by Gau (estimated to contain
7.6–7.8 million cards), and the Green File arranged alphabetically
by surname (the Master File of the membership of the NSDAP, con-
taining around 4.4 million membership cards). In the war crimes
trials and de-nazification processes after the war, the Blue File
was unfortunately (for those interested in the social profile of the
Nazi Party at the regional level) also rearranged alphabetically.
The first scholars to draw samples from this massive holding and
publish their results using computer analysis were Michael Kater
[75] and Paul Madden [91]. In more recent years a joint research
project undertaken by William Brustein and Jürgen Falter [21] also
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involved sampling this source. The Master File of the NSDAP’s
membership has provided very rich results, especially on the lon-
gitudinal development pattern of the social contours of the mem-
bership of the Nazi Party. In the course of the 1970s and 1980s the
approximately 260,000 individual SA files (around two-thirds of
these relate to Bavaria, which limits the utility of this source) com-
piled by the BDC were used by Conan Fischer [41–3], Mathilde
Jamin [68], Eric Reiche [116] and Bruce Campbell [22] in their
research on the membership and leadership of the SA. The SS per-
sonnel files, which the BDC also houses, have been sampled by
Gunnar Boehnert [13–14] and Herbert Ziegler [137] in their ex-
amination of the leadership of the SS.

Additional to the use of these known sources, the discovery of
extensive data on the membership of the Nazi Party (and to a lesser
extent on a number of its specialist organisations, primarily the SA
and SS) in numerous archives throughout Germany – in the form
of branch membership records and lists of newly enrolled members
at the local and regional level – rapidly expanded the source base on
the membership of the Nazi Movement, which made it possible to
reach firm conclusions about its social structure. Material available
in the Hoover Microfilm Collection of the NSDAP Hauptarchiv,
namely the membership list entitled ‘Adolf Hitler’s Comrades-in-
Arms’ (Adolf Hitlers Mitkämpfer), which records all those individuals
who had joined the party – virtually all of the members were resident
in Munich – between 1919 and 1921, as well as membership lists re-
lating to Nazi branches established in the early 1920s at Rosenheim,
Passau, Landshut, Mannheim, Ingolstadt and Berchtesgaden, was
used by Donald Douglas [29], Madden [88], Kater [75: 242–3], and
Detlef Mühlberger [101: 54–6]. A fragment of the pre-November
1923 national membership register of the NSDAP, which records
some 4,800 members who had joined the party in the six weeks or
so before the abortive Munich Putsch of 9 November 1923, was
also unearthed and provided the basis for a pioneering piece of re-
search on the social structure of the party’s early membership by
Kater [70]. In the 1970s and early 1980s further data came to light
on the membership of a number of Nazi branches active in the Ruhr
in the mid-1920s [75: 246, 248; 101: 78–80], as well as on various
branches scattered around Germany, such as those in Hamburg,
Brunswick, Starnberg and Königsberg [75: 246]. In 1978 Lawrence
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Stokes published a very detailed study on the Nazi branch at Eutin,
demonstrating the variable social configuration of its membership,
as well as throwing light on the social background of the SA re-
cruited in the area [132]. Studies on the social structure of the Nazi
Party at the regional level, such as those on Saxony [104] and on
the Border Province Posen-West Prussia [100], and at the county
and local level, such as those on the Wetzlar region [39], on the city
of Munich [5] and on the town of Offenbach [81], have all been
added in recent years. A number of critical studies on the question
of the social composition of the Nazi electorate have also been pub-
lished in the last two decades by Richard Hamilton [56], Thomas
Childers [26], Dirk Hänisch [57] and Falter [33], along with studies
by Fischer [43] and Jamin [68] on the membership and leadership
of the party’s largest specialist organisation, the SA. In the course
of the 1980s and 1990s the discovery of new sources turned into a
flood, and the known sources housed in the BDC were used more
extensively. A series of further studies were published on the mem-
bership of the Nazi Party by Mühlberger [102] and by Brustein
[20], and on the social origins of the SS leadership by Ziegler [137].
Additional material dealing with the social background of the SA
by Richard Bessel [9: 33–45], by Mühlberger [101: 114–22; 102:
159–80] and by Fischer and Mühlberger [45] also became avail-
able, while the top brass of the SA was subjected to further analysis
by Campbell [22]. The rank-and-file of the SS was also subjected to
the first detailed statistical analyses by Mühlberger [102: 181–201]
and by Anne Becker and Mühlberger [7]. Finally, the first data
on the social structure of the NSBO’s membership recruited in
the Berlin region was made available by Volker Kratzenberg [80].
Collectively these studies have revolutionised our understanding of
the social forces on which the Nazi Movement rested.



Chapter 3

Methodological problems

Once empirical evidence began to be used in the debate on the
social make-up of Nazism from the 1970s onwards, a number of
methodological problems rapidly emerged. Far from allowing his-
torians and social scientists to reach a consensus view on the social
bases of Nazism, the use of existing and new data produced – in-
terwoven with the ‘middle-class’ versus ‘people’s party’ dispute –
some lively debates about how to handle data of variable quality
and provenance. Three major problems faced the researcher work-
ing on the social bases of Nazism. First, the limitations inherent in
the very nature of the data on the basis of which conclusions had to
be drawn about the social characteristics of Nazism. Secondly, the
difficulties which arose in the assignment of various occupations to
specific occupational groupings and their placement in turn into so-
cial class categories. And thirdly, the question of the representative
nature of the data being evaluated.

All of the macro, and the majority of the micro, analyses of the so-
cial configuration of the individuals who joined the Nazi Party avail-
able to date depend on membership lists or individual membership
cards which usually provide the researcher with information on the
surname, first name (from which gender can be established), date
of birth, place of birth, ‘occupation’ (Beruf ) or ‘estate’ (Stand ), the
place of residence of the individual, the name of the party branch
to which the individual belonged, the date when he or she joined
the NSDAP, along with – in the majority of cases – the membership
number issued by Munich party headquarters. Basically all that is
available for the purpose of establishing the social status of the Nazi
members is what he or she entered under ‘occupation’ or ‘estate’.
Generally lacking is the type of comprehensive information which
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is normally required for contemporary social class analysis, such as
details relating to the family background, education, income level
and financial status of the individuals involved [102: 11]. A further
limitation is that it is on the basis of the self-assigned occupational
description given that the individual’s position in social space has to
be determined, and that creates a number of difficulties [4; 52: 41;
120]. There is generally no sure way of checking if the members
inflated their occupational status or distorted their position in some
way or other. Nor do we know if the members put down the oc-
cupations for which they were trained rather than the occupation
they happened to be exercising at the time of their entry into the
party. Nor do we usually have any indication as to whether they
were actually employed at the time of entry. Nor can we know that
if they were temporarily unemployed they simply put down the last
occupation they happened to have held, or even the occupation to
which they aspired.

There is a partial – but laborious and time-consuming – control
on the veracity of what individuals entered under ‘occupation’: that
provided by town and county address books. These were published
annually and recorded the occupation of the heads of households
in towns and villages throughout Germany. The problem here is
that the great bulk of the members who joined the Nazi Movement
before 1933 – and on this point there is unanimity among scholars –
were very young [76; 89], and therefore unlikely to have already
established their own household. According to the Partei-Statistik,
some 70 per cent of the 849,009 members in the party on 30 January
1933 were under forty years of age, of which 42.2 per cent were
under the age of thirty [113: 162].

It is likely that an individual joining a Nazi Party branch be-
fore 1933, and especially before 1930, a time when most branches
were not particularly large, would have joined a group in which
the majority of the members would have known each other, and in
which the branch leader would know or get to know – or could
check – the background of the applicant. Given this ‘control’ as-
pect, it is likely that the occupational titles cited on membership
application forms were relatively accurate. Admittedly, this type of
control was more difficult to sustain in the period of rapid member-
ship growth in the early 1930s, notably in the more sizeable branches
established in the larger towns and cities. Less of a problem is the
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information on occupational status contained in the lists of Nazi ac-
tivists and of rank-and-file members of the party (and especially of
the SA and SS) compiled by the police in various parts of Germany.
It can be assumed that in these the job titles given by the Nazis sub-
jected to interrogation were generally accurate since it is less likely
that a party member subjected to police interrogations would have
falsified his or her occupational title, given that these were open
to verification. In small towns or villages, moreover, those asking
the questions more often than not probably knew the individuals
personally.

Police records usually provide much more information on the
individuals under investigation, and often provide details on their
parental background, marital status, religion and record of employ-
ment, occasionally also including the name of their employer. More
detailed still is the information contained in SA and SS membership
files. These generally record not only the occupation exercised by
an individual at the time of his application to join the organisation,
but also the occupation for which he had trained. The income level
of the individual is often also noted. In SA and SS files all sorts
of additional data was entered as a matter of course, such as the
member’s date of application to join the SA or SS; his date of pro-
motion and record of rank reached; his military record; the medals
he had been awarded if he had seen active service; details on his
war-wounds; his Free Corps membership and service; information
on whether he had been in the police service and the rank he had
reached; details on the size of his family (including information on
the age and gender of any children); his driving licence details; the
date on which he had joined the Nazi Party; his party membership
number; details relating to party offices held; the number of Party
Rallies he had attended; if he had a police record, and if so, a list
of his offence(s). Recorded also were his height, shoe and hat size!
Not infrequently the personal files of SA and SS members also con-
tain a life history (Lebenslauf ) of the member from which an insight
into his educational background, occupational training, periods of
employment and unemployment and membership of other political
and non-political organisations can be obtained.

Allied to the problem of the accuracy of self-assigned occupa-
tional description is that some of the ‘occupations’ cited by appli-
cants are terminologically imprecise. This is certainly so as regards
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the most frequently encountered ones, namely ‘worker’ (Arbeiter),
‘farmer’ (Landwirt, less frequently Bauer) and ‘merchant’ (Kauf-
mann). The description ‘worker’ is imprecise in that this could apply
to an unskilled, semi-skilled or skilled worker, a craftsman in a de-
pendent position, an agricultural worker, a blue-collar worker in the
public sector or a domestic worker. Even a dependent white-collar
worker in a low status position might occasionally have described
himself simply as a ‘worker’. A number of historians suggest that
many self-assigned occupations listed in Nazi membership records
were at times far removed from social reality. That the word ‘mer-
chant’ often lacked precision is certainly borne out by some exam-
ples cited by Johnpeter Horst Grill in his study on the NSDAP in
Baden [55]. Using additional information on individual members
who described themselves as ‘merchant’, he found that the term
was used by a ‘terminated clerk’, an ‘insurance clerk’, a ‘small ma-
chine factory owner’, a ‘quarry owner’ and even in one case by
a ‘drifter’ [55: 84]. Christoph Schmidt examined data provided by
long-term members of the NSDAP recruited in Hesse and com-
pared it with the evidence on these members to be found in the
BDC [120]. He came to the conclusion that the occupational de-
scriptions they gave in their ‘Old Guard’ accounts were more often
than not misleading [120: 22–6]. Herbert Andrews also points to
discrepancies in the accounts of the Hesse Old Guard when it came
to their occupations in comparison with their membership cards
housed in the BDC, but argues that the BDC holdings are suffi-
ciently accurate to allow generalised conclusions to be made from
the register of the membership cards about the social bases of the
Nazi Movement [4: 307].

It is an unfortunate fact that except in relatively rare instances
where full data on Nazi members is available – and that is primarily
restricted to the leadership corps of the Nazi Party and the heads of
its diverse specialist organisations – the goal of absolute precision is
not attainable, and in the absence of totally accurate and detailed
information, historians and social scientists are forced to fall back
on the data contained in membership cards and membership lists.
The occupations of individual Nazis that appear in these sources
represent, as Professor Madden has so aptly put it, ‘our most im-
portant clue to the social composition of the NSDAP’ and are, ‘in
short, . . . the only game in town’ [88: 42].
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An area given over to even more theoretical and conceptual con-
flict relates to the construction of occupational and class models.
While there is general consensus on the broad division of German
society in the 1920s and 1930s into lower, middle and upper strata,
the literature dealing with the social characteristics of Nazism re-
flects differences in the way historians and social scientists define the
strata and the parameters of the social class groupings. Here the de-
cisions made in the assignment of various occupations to specific oc-
cupational groups and the placement of these individual groups into
social class groupings are critical. A basic problem which bedevilled
the analyses of the social characteristics of the Nazi Movement for
a long time was the lack of an agreed class model to which scholars
working on the theme could all subscribe. As long as class and occu-
pational models were employed which, for example, restricted the
working class to just unskilled workers, or which placed all artisans
into the Mittelstand, there were bound to be major statistical differ-
ences in the results obtained from analysing Nazi membership data.
Fortunately, the major differences in the class and occupational
models used in the past by historians and social scientists work-
ing on the sociology of Nazism were removed to a considerable
extent in the course of the 1980s and early 1990s. The models
currently in use do not, with the exception of that employed by
Paul Madden (who in two important publications of the 1980s on
the social structure of the Nazi Party’s membership continued to
place all artisans into the middle class), show major differences (see
Tables 1–4).

Given the many objective and subjective determinants which are
involved in defining class and class boundaries, there is plenty of
room for disagreement. It is clear that differences in the class model
employed can produce quite different results from the same set of
data. This was illustrated long ago by Theodor Geiger who – on
the basis of the occupational data provided in the 1925 census –
produced two quite different class models for Weimar Germany. In
his first model the criterion he used to determine classification was
a purely economic one, namely income and property (Besitzstufe).
The most striking result of this approach was the extraordinary per-
centage found under the ‘workers’ category, which alone accounted
for 74.77 per cent of the working population, while those deemed
to belong to the Mittelstand accounted for only 24.39 per cent (the
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Table 1 Social ranking and occupational distribution according to
Kater

Lower class
Unskilled workers
Skilled (craft) workers
Other skilled workers

Lower middle class
Master craftsmen (independent)
Non-academic professionals
Lower and intermediate (petty) employees
Lower and intermediate (petty) civil servants
Merchants (self-employed)
Farmers (self-employed)

Elite
Managers
Higher civil servants
Academic professionals
Students (university and upper school)
Entrepreneurs

Source: [75: 241 ].

remaining 0.84 per cent were classified by him as ‘capitalists’)
[51: 72]. When Geiger measured what he termed the ‘socio-
ideological’ structure of German society, in which occupation and
‘mentality’ determined the classification, the category ‘workers’,
now renamed ‘proletariat’, was reduced to 51.03 per cent, while
members of the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Mittelstand accounted for 18.33
and 13.76 per cent respectively. The percentage for ‘capitalists’ re-
mained constant in the model, but a further 13.76 per cent of the
membership was now assigned to a new social grouping suspended
between the working and middle classes, the ‘proletaroid’, as Geiger
called it [51: 73].

In the 1960s and 1970s, when the first quantitative analysis of
the social background of the Nazi Party’s membership based on
empirical data began to appear, attention initially fell on the support
the results gave to the ‘orthodox’ middle-class thesis of Nazism,
rather than the methodologies employed in the utilisation of the
data. Neither Georg Franz-Willing [46] nor Werner Maser [95],
both of whom discovered and examined fragments of membership
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Table 2 Social ranking and occupational distribution according to
Madden

Proletariat
Agricultural labourers
Semi-skilled and unskilled labourers
Servants
Military (enlisted)
Skilled labourers

Mittelstand
Artisans
White collar
Small business
Students
Arts
Farmers
Managers and senior officials
Military (officers)
Professions

Upper middle class and upper class
Capitalists, industrialists, large landowners, persons with private incomes

Others
Unemployed
Housewives
Retired

Source: [88: 43 ].

lists on the early NSDAP, seemingly gave much thought to the
way they handled the material. Although their conclusions about
the social profile of the Nazi Party membership – in their eyes
it was a lower-middle-class phenomenon – had the merit of be-
ing based on original calculations resting on albeit limited primary
sources, the methodologies they employed were quite primitive.
For example, in the occupational classification model adopted by
Maser, shopkeepers were placed into three different occupational
categories, while no differentiation was made between dependent
and independent artisans [95: 254–5]. Franz-Willing had some
rather odd ideas as to what constituted the occupational category
of ‘free professions’ (freie Berufe), into which – among other diverse
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Table 3 Social ranking and occupational distribution according to
Mühlberger

Lower class
Agricultural workers
Unskilled and semi-skilled workers
Skilled (craft) workers
Other skilled workers
Domestic workers

Lower and middle middle class
Master craftsmen
Non-academic professionals
White-collar employees
Lower civil servants
Merchants
Farmers

Upper middle class and upper class
Managers
Higher civil servants
University students
Academic professionals
Entrepreneurs

Status unclear
Non-university students
Pensioners/retired
Wives/widows
Military personnel
Illegible/no data

Source: [102: 20–5 ].

occupations – he placed both bank personnel and salesmen [46:
129–30].

Kater, in his pioneering work on the sociology of Nazism in the
1970s, produced data which also strongly reinforced the ‘orthodox’
middle-class thesis of Nazism, an interpretation to which he was
clearly committed until the 1990s [70–5]. In his early work on the
social characteristics of the supporters of Nazism, Kater obtained
very low percentage values for the size of the working-class mem-
bership of the NSDAP (and the same applies to his analysis of SA
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Table 4 Social ranking and occupational distribution according to
Brustein and Falter

Working class
Workers with specialised skills engaged directly in production process
Workers with specialised skills supporting the production process
Other workers
Domestic servants

Old middle class
Owners, self-employed and entrepreneurs
Administrators, directors, managers and high level civil servants
Door-to-door or street peddlers
Assisting dependants

New middle class
White-collar technical employees, civil servants and specialised staff
Foremen and supervisory staff
Commercial employees, administrative officials and office personnel

Without occupation

Source: [20: 187 ].

membership data) because of his use of a class model in which
he only included unskilled workers in the working-class category
(see Figure 2, Model A). Kater’s placement in the 1970s of skilled
workers and artisans and their apprentices into the Mittelstand nat-
urally inflated the lower-middle-class element supporting the Nazi
Party [70]. A similarly narrow definition of the working class was
also used by William Sheridan Allen in his classic local study of
the development of the Nazi Party in Northeim, though he added
‘semi-skilled workers’ to the ‘unskilled workers’ category to define
the working class [2: 15]. In all of his important contributions to the
examination of the social bases of the Nazi Party, Paul Madden, a
strong advocate of the people’s party thesis, has consistently placed
artisans – irrespective of whether these are of dependent or inde-
pendent status – into the Mittelstand, thereby reducing the force of
his argument that the Nazi Party recruited significant support from
the working class [88; 91].

Unsatisfactory also from the methodological perspective is the re-
verse process of expanding the working class by blurring the differ-
ences between manual workers, skilled craftsmen and white-collar
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Figure 2 Kater’s alternative models of the social ranking of individ-
uals joining the Nazi Party between 1925 and 1932 (N: 2,186)

employees (Angestellte). Harold Gordon included sections of the
latter category, such as clerical workers with limited incomes, store
clerks and lower government officials, in the working class [54:
72–3]. Problematic also is the confused definition of the occu-
pational types constituting the working class offered by Donald
Douglas, who placed what he describes as ‘unskilled white-collar
workers’ (primarily retail store sales clerks) into the working class,
but put artisans (identified as fitters, machinists, metal smiths,
printers, electricians, mechanics) into the Mittelstand [29: 66].

It is the problem of where to draw the boundary between the
working class and the middle class which has created the most diffi-
culties for those working on the sociology of Nazism. It is this ques-
tion which has been given more than passing consideration when
it comes to discussions of the methodological issues surrounding
the debate on the social make-up of Nazi support. In his analysis of
the many pitfalls awaiting the historian when processing member-
ship data of the Nazi Party, Jürgen Genuneit wrestled particularly
with the problem of which occupational sub-groups can be assigned
to the working class in the Weimar era [52]. He came up with
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three possible models. In the first he restricted the working class
to ‘casual workers, unskilled workers and specialised workers’. Us-
ing this minimalist approach, Genuneit calculated that only 6 per
cent of the 8,059 individuals contained in his data – derived from
fragments of Nazi membership lists relating to the early years of
the NSDAP stretching from the autumn of 1919 to the autumn of
1923 – fall into that class. In his second model he added workers
who ‘perform a service function’ (Dienstleistung), as a consequence
of which workers now accounted for 9 per cent in his data. Finally,
when he combined casual workers, unskilled workers, workers with
a service function and specialist (skilled) workers, the extent of the
working-class membership jumped to 28 per cent. It is this broader
definition of the working class, as employed in the 1920s and early
1930s by the government statisticians, which Genuneit uses in the
final breakdown of his data [52: 52–6, 59].

It is the placement of dependent craftsmen or artisans which
is the most critical and significant factor in explaining the often
marked differences in the size of the working and middle classes in
the Weimar era in the various class models used by scholars in the
debate surrounding the social structure of the Nazi Movement. The
placement of ‘artisans’ into the Mittelstand – a feature of Madden’s
work on the social basis of the Nazi Party (see Table 2), as well
as of Kater’s early work on the theme – is unrealistic since it se-
riously distorts the social realities of the Weimar era and signifi-
cantly reduces the size of the working class in German society in
the inter-war years. It runs counter to the concept of the working
class employed by German government statisticians who produced
the 1925 and 1933 censuses, who placed skilled workers and de-
pendent craftsmen, as well as apprentices, into the working class
[103: 51]. It would be unwise to ignore the advice offered by the
government statisticians of the time, given their proximity to the
social and historical context of the Weimar era and their experience
in the field of occupational classification. According to the cen-
suses of 1925 and 1933 unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled workers
(a category which includes craftsmen, artisans and their appren-
tices) made up 46 and 46.3 per cent of the working population of
Germany respectively. Just under two-thirds of these were semi-
skilled and skilled workers, almost three-quarters of whom were
skilled [103: 50–1]. That the placement of all craftsmen and artisans
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in the Mittelstand is not tenable and is inappropriate for the Weimar
era is suggested by the fact that dependent skilled workers, craftsmen
and artisans, such as toolmakers, locksmiths, bricklayers, joiners,
fitters, smiths, painters, plumbers, machinists and lathe-operators,
not only made up a large percentage of the German workforce, but
were prominent among the membership of both major left-wing par-
ties in Weimar Germany, the Social Democratic Party of Germany
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands – SPD) and the Com-
munist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands –
KPD). Placing all dependent skilled workers, craft workers and ar-
tisans into the lower middle class would have a profound impact on
the social profile of both the SPD and KPD, giving these working-
class parties a significant middle-class base, for according to the
SPD’s own membership analysis of the occupational status of its
membership in 1930, semi-skilled and skilled workers accounted
for 53 per cent of its support, while the category ‘skilled workers’
provided 40 per cent of the membership of the KPD according to
its own party census of 1927 [102: 219].

Kater – undoubtedly influenced by the criticism directed against
his very narrow definition of the occupational groups comprising the
working class in the Weimar Republic [67] – had second thoughts
as to the placement of dependent artisans and craftsmen in the oc-
cupational and class model which he employed in his later work on
the sociology of the membership and leadership of the Nazi Party
(see Figure 2, Model B). That decision – as is reflected in a com-
parison between the results obtained from the same data analysed
according to his first and second ‘Class Models’ in Figure 2 – had
important consequences for the class composition of the Nazi
membership which he had sampled in the BDC.

The inclusion of dependent artisans in the working class, how-
ever, leads to the problem of how one can determine whether an
artisan or craftsman has dependent or independent status. Kater
resolved the issue by automatically assigning 36.6 per cent of all
artisans to the Mittelstand on the assumption that these were self-
employed and thus of independent status, placing the rest in the
working class on the assumption that they were in a dependent po-
sition: a neat solution at first glance, but one which ignores a number
of difficulties. We know from the information contained in the 1933
census that the chances of artisans becoming independent in their
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status (by becoming self-employed) differed widely between the
various artisanal occupations, depending on such variables as the
capital requirements for setting up an independent business,
the method of production and the extent of consumer demand.
Only 4.1 per cent of the 799,833 toolmakers (Schloßer), numer-
ically the largest single artisanal occupation recorded in the 1933
census, managed to secure independent status, given that their cap-
ital outlay to secure that status was comparatively high. At the other
extreme, 57.7 per cent of all shoe-makers and cobblers (Schuh-
macher) and 53.2 per cent of all clock-makers and watch-repairers
(Uhrmacher), whose capital outlay was comparatively low, reached
independent status during their working life. According to the ev-
idence provided in the 1933 census some artisans, such as tailors,
hairdressers and butchers, had a one-in-two to one-in-three chance
of securing independent status, while others, such as brewers, book-
binders, bricklayers and masons, had a one-in-ten to one-in-twenty
chance of setting up their own business [102: 16]. Crucial therefore,
given the widely differing possibilities of becoming independent
open to artisans, is the frequency of the artisanal occupations within
the working population, measured against the frequency of their ap-
pearance in the Nazi membership. On the latter aspect Andrews’
analysis of 603 individuals who joined the Nazi Party between 1925
and 1928 is instructive. He found that only 23 (13.3 per cent) of the
172 craftsmen in his data were ‘masters or self-employed craftsmen’
[4: 312]. Kater’s automatic ‘36.6 per cent rule’ does not take into
consideration this frequency aspect. Nor does his approach make
allowance for the impact of the age factor. The 1925 census returns
show clearly that comparatively few bakers, butchers, locksmiths,
painters, cobblers, carpenters etc. under the age of thirty, and not
that significant a percentage of those under the age of forty, man-
aged to secure independent status [102: 16–17 ]. Given that 70 per
cent of the membership of the Nazi Party enumerated in the Partei-
Statistik were under forty years of age, it is highly probable that the
bulk of the artisans who joined the Nazi Movement were also under
forty years of age, and that relatively few of these would have had in-
dependent status. A way round this problem, one which Mühlberger
has consistently employed in his work on the social bases of the Nazi
Movement, is to resort to the hierarchic aspect of whether or not
an artisan had acquired his master (Meister) title. If an individual is
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entered, for example, as a ‘master baker’ (Bäckermeister) on a Nazi
membership list, or if his independent status is indicated in some
other way, such as being described as a proprietor of a bakery, he
is placed into the master-craftsmen sub-group and assigned to the
Mittelstand [102: 17 ]. Given the status consciousness of the average
German at that time, blue-collar worker and white-collar employee
alike, it is fairly certain that, as Fischer suggests, an independent
artisan only rarely omitted ‘to describe himself as a master or make
his independent status perfectly clear in some other way in his job
description’ [43: 19].

Obviously if an error is made in the assignment of an individual
occupation to one occupational sub-group rather than another
within the same social class it is not as critical as if mistakes
are made in assigning particular occupations to occupational sub-
groups which involve a change of class. The statistical consequences
of such misplacements depend, of course, on the frequency of the
occupational title which is misplaced in class terms. Thus Kater’s
misplacement of foremen in mines (Steiger), given that these are
listed under the supervisory personnel (Angestellten) category – part
of the Mittelstand – in the 1925 census [102: 219], into the ‘other
skilled workers’ occupational sub-group of the working class has
only very marginal statistical consequences [75: 6]. Statistically
more significant than Kater’s misplacement of the occasional Steiger
within the Nazi membership, at least when it comes to evaluating
the social structure of the Nazi Party before 1923, is the wrong
class assignment of the military by Madden (see Table 2). Soldiers,
non-commissioned officers and officers were present in the Nazi
Party in limited numbers in the formative phase of its develop-
ment before the Munich Putsch of November 1923. Madden as-
signs enlisted men and non-commissioned officers into the working
class and places officers into the Mittelstand, placements which run
counter to those suggested by the official statisticians responsible
for the 1933 census [88: 43]. In the 1933 census soldiers and non-
commissioned officers were included in the lower and intermediate
civil servants sub-group, and officers in the higher civil servants cat-
egory [102: 19]. In their more recent work on the social background
of the membership of the Nazi Party, Falter and Mühlberger follow
the advice on the placement of military personnel provided by the
1933 census officials [39: 91–2]. The fact that quite a few Nazi
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members in their twenties – and even some in their teens, as in the
case of fifteen-year-old HJ members in the Palatinate – described
themselves as merchants (Kaufmann) [101: 129], whereas their age
would suggest that they were not of independent status and more
likely to have been commercial employees (Handlungsgehilfen), only
distorts the percentages of these occupational sub-groups, but does
not affect the overall percentage of the (lower-) middle-class com-
ponent in the membership of the Nazi Movement. The same applies
to the many young Nazis who listed their occupation as ‘farmer’,
when in reality they were probably ‘assisting family members’, and
recorded as such in the 1925 and 1933 census returns.

Although the census statisticians provide considerable guidance
in both the 1925 and 1933 censuses on where to draw the boundary
between the working class and the middle class, the same does not
apply when it comes to differentiating between the middle class and
the upper class. The economic, cultural and social elite (Oberschicht)
in German society combined in diverse patterns wealth, income,
education and prestige or esteem of occupation or rank, and in oc-
cupational terms – and here the censuses of the time do provide im-
portant clues – straddled the upper middle class and upper class. In
the literature on the social elements supporting the Nazi Movement
there are considerable differences in resolving the problem of iden-
tifying the ‘elite social stratum’, which accounted for 2 to 3 per
cent of German society in the inter-war years [75: 12–13]. While
Brustein and Falter (see Table 4) dispense with an elite compo-
nent in their social ranking scheme altogether, Kater (see Table 1)
and Mühlberger (see Table 3) assign managers, higher civil ser-
vants, academic professionals, entrepreneurs and estate owners to
the elite. Madden (see Table 2) has a more restricted ‘elite’ con-
cept and only places ‘capitalists, industrialists, large landowners
and those with private incomes’ into the elite.

One other grouping which presents methodological problems
leading to diverse approaches in classification among scholars is
the student category. Whereas Madden (see Table 2) places all stu-
dents into the Mittelstand, and Brustein and Falter (see Table 4)
appear to lose them under the ‘without occupation’ category, Kater
(see Table 1) argues for their inclusion in the elite component
of German society on the basis that ‘upper-school and university
students customarily belong to the social elite . . . because of the
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prestigious and well-paying professions they may look forward to
after graduation’ [75: 12]. The latter assumption is questionable
when applied to the Weimar period. Graduates were not immune
from unemployment throughout the 1920s and were hard hit by
the massive unemployment which affected Germany in the early
1930s. Nor was it inevitable that a grammar school pupil would
go on to attend university, given the serious financial constraints of
many middle-class parents in the 1920s. Given that Kater differ-
entiates between engineers trained at polytechnic-type institutions,
whom he assigns to the ‘non-academic professionals’ sub-group
which forms part of the middle class in his occupational and class
model, and those who attended university, whom he includes in the
‘academic professionals’ sub-group which forms part of the elite
[75: 8], it would seem unwise to place all students in the same cat-
egory. In Mühlberger’s occupational and class model (see Table 3)
university students and non-university students are classified sepa-
rately. University students, who had a penchant for indicating their
‘university status’ by giving their field of study in abbreviated form in
Latin by describing themselves as stud. phil. or cand. med., are placed
by him into the upper middle class and upper class, while those who
described themselves as a grammar school pupil (Gymnasiast) or
simply as a ‘student’ (Student) are assigned to the lower and middle
middle class [102: 18–19]. In his more recent work Mühlberger has
removed school pupils (Schüler) from the non-university students
sub-group and now places them into the ‘status unclear’ category
[39: 90–1].

Although differences continue to exist between the occupational
classification schemes and class models employed by those working
on the analysis of the social characteristics of the membership and
leadership of the Nazi Movement, the differences have fortunately –
for comparative purposes – narrowed over time. The statistical im-
pact arising out of the still existing differences is now relatively
marginal when it comes to defining the overall class structure of the
support mobilised by the Nazis. Only in Madden’s scheme, given
his continued placement of all artisans into the Mittelstand, are the
working-class and middle-class percentage values significantly out
of step with those produced by Kater, Mühlberger and Brustein
and Falter. Once the classification schemes used in the data analy-
ses of the 1980s and 1990s were more closely based on those to be
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found in the 1925 and 1933 censuses, the data values produced for
the working-class, middle-class and upper-class share of the Nazi
membership converged significantly. The comparatively marginal
statistical differences still to be found in the literature might be fur-
ther reduced if, as Andrews suggests, the data available is encoded
in what he calls its ‘hardest form’. He suggests that those working on
the theme should use as fine a differentiation as is possible, since this
would allow ‘for the possibility of fitting data into different mod-
els for the purpose of comparing their validity or for juxtaposing
various sub-groups’. This would, of course, markedly increase the
number of social categories and occupational groups employed in
tabulating data [4: 312–16]. Andrews’ suggestion of a classification
model divided into seven social categories and thirty-eight occupa-
tional sub-groups does, however, raise practical difficulties when it
comes to publishing the huge tables which would be generated by
such a model.

There is little to suggest that the historians and political scientists
who produced the first quantitative studies on the sociology of the
Nazi Movement in the 1970s were guided by the massive amount
of information on the social structure of the working population
of Weimar Germany which is to be found in the introductory vol-
umes to the census returns of 1925 and 1933. In both of these tens
of thousands of occupational titles are listed alphabetically, with
indications as to where in social space they are to be placed. Un-
skilled, semi-skilled and skilled workers, including dependent arti-
sans (Handwerker), in the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors of
the economy, were all routinely assigned to the working class by the
census officials in both 1925 and 1933. The statisticians were less
sure about the two categories of ‘cottage industry workers’ (com-
prising Hausgewerbetreibende and Heimarbeiter) and ‘domestic em-
ployees’ (Hausangestellte). In the 1925 census the cottage industry
workers were included under ‘independents’, but in the 1933 census
they were included in the ‘workers’ category. ‘Domestic employees’
were placed under neither the ‘workers’ nor ‘employees’ category in
1925, but counted separately, as they were again in 1933, though by
then they were deemed to be partly ‘blue-collar workers’ and partly
‘white-collar employees’. These categories have very little statistical
significance overall, for ‘cottage industry workers’ accounted for
only 0.8 per cent of the (male) blue-collar workforce in the 1920s,
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while the figure for (male) ‘domestic employees’ was a mere 0.1 per
cent [103: 51]. Of the 21,604 blue-collar workers – all but a hand-
ful of whom were male – who joined the Nazi Party between 1925
and 1933 in various regions of Germany analysed by Mühlberger,
only two gave Heimarbeiter as their occupation [103: 66]. Occupa-
tional titles relating to the ‘cottage industry workers’ and ‘domestic
employees’ categories were hardly in evidence among the predom-
inantly male Nazi membership, and whether one places these oc-
cupational groups under the working class or (lower) middle class
has virtually no discernible impact on the overall class profile of the
Nazi Movement.

As far as the identification of the working class is concerned
there is one other group which provides special problems, the un-
skilled, semi-skilled and skilled blue-collar workers employed in the
public sector. Identifying these, which is difficult – if indeed not
impossible – from the sort of information contained in membership
registers or on membership cards, is important in that the asser-
tion is often made in the literature that blue-collar workers in the
public sector were particularly prominent among the working-class
elements to be found in the Nazi Movement [125: 27; 126: 132].
From the census data it is possible to identify those blue-collar work-
ers employed in public utilities, in public transport and in the postal
services. Blue-collar workers in these economic sectors accounted
for just under 6 per cent of the total male workforce in 1925, but
for some 80 per cent of public blue-collar workers as a whole [103:
50–1]. Neither unskilled nor semi-skilled and skilled workers in the
public sector – as far as these can be accurately identified – appear
to have been of much significance in the Nazi Party membership in
various regions of Germany on which we have extensive informa-
tion [103: 62–3, 65–6]. The placement of those blue-collar workers
who can be identified as working in the public sector into either the
working class or the lower middle class has seemingly little statistical
impact.

The third problem area as far as the methodological issues raised
in handling data relating to the Nazi Movement are concerned cen-
tres on the question of the representative nature of the material be-
ing evaluated. Drawing sweeping conclusions about the social base
of the Nazi Movement from a small, statistically unrepresentative
membership sample (such as that which was available to Abel), or
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on the basis of the few membership lists (such as those unearthed
by Franz-Willing and by Maser), is obviously risky and method-
ologically flawed. Nor can data on the Nazi Party’s membership
relating to a short time-span be used as a basis for making pro-
nouncements about its membership configuration over time. The
breakdown of the Nazi Party’s membership provided in the Partei-
Statistik – based on only 60 per cent or so of the membership actually
enrolled between the end of February 1925 and the end of January
1933 – obviously does not provide a reliable and accurate guide
to the social composition of the entire party membership in this
period. Similar problems surround the work on the social make-up
of the membership and leadership of the Nazi Party’s specialist or-
ganisations. Fischer became involved in a lively exchange of views
on methodological issues when he aggregated various sources of the
SA – comprising members resident in different regions of Germany
and data relating to different time-periods – into a sample on the
basis of which he drew conclusions about the social background of
the rank-and-file storm troopers before Hitler became chancellor
[10; 11; 44].

The methods employed in utilising the extensive holdings of the
BDC have also given rise to questions about how far the data ac-
quired by scholars who have gone that route is representative. Kater
drew a strictly proportional sample of 18,255 Nazi members from
the BDC, covering the period 1925 to 1945 [73: 476]. However,
his sample contained only 2,186 cases for the years 1925 to 1932
[73: 476] – a period in which over a million members joined the
NSDAP – 1,954 of whom joined in the period 1930 to 1932 [75:
250–1]. This leaves a statistically insufficient sample of only 232
cases for the years 1925 to 1929. Unlike Kater’s sample, which is
based on membership cards selected from across the whole of the
alphabet, Madden’s comparatively massive BDC sample of 47,438
members who joined the party during the period 1925 to 1932
involves the combination of a systematic and a total sample [94:
124]. He evaluated all those members whose surnames start with
the letters C, D, E, I, P, R, U, V and Z. This sampling method, the
representative nature of which Madden considers to be ‘incontro-
vertible’, probably skewed his results in view of the regional clus-
tering of surnames in Germany [21: 88]. The systematic sample
organised and supervised by Brustein and Falter, the second largest
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of the BDC-based samples involving 42,004 cases [20: 17; 21: 88],
is probably the nearest to a representative sample extracted from
the BDC holdings to date.

Reservations have also been expressed about the representative
nature of the results obtained by different scholars who have dealt
with the question of the social geometry of the Nazi electorate,
as well as the methodologies employed by them [94: 165–94; 82].
The pre-war studies by Stephan [128–31] and the bulk of the
post-war studies on the Nazi electorate, such as those by Bracher,
Childers, Hamilton and Hänisch [16; 26; 56; 57], are invariably
non-representative in nature, on the basis of which conclusions are
drawn on the social characteristics of the Nazi voters as a whole.
The studies by Childers and Hänisch, both published in 1983, were
the first to use modern quantitative methods involving multivariate
regression analysis. Childers, by excluding all counties and urban
units which had ‘experienced significant redistricting’, restricted
his analysis to 246 agrarian counties and 212 urban units, which
allowed him to examine the behaviour of only just short of 50 per
cent of the population entitled to vote in the Reichstag elections
from 1924 to 1932 [26: 278]. As he himself admitted, his ‘large’ or
‘broad’ sample was not a representative one [26: 7, 9]. Significant
errors in Childers’ statistical methods, especially the high inter-
correlations of the many variables used in his multivariate regres-
sion analysis, also undermine the value of his conclusions [94: 174;
33: 384]. Hänisch investigated all seven Reichstag elections in which
the Nazis were involved between 1924 and 1933, and examined all
787 ‘stable’ territorial units of the German Reich, making due al-
lowance for territorial adjustments [57: 1]. He did not, however,
include all of these units in his multivariate regression analysis,
leaving 161 ‘mixed rural/urban’ units aside [57: 103], thereby lim-
iting the representative nature of his analysis by excluding some
20 per cent or so of the total electorate from his calculations [94:
178]. The value of the first representative analysis of the Nazi elec-
torate by Courtney Brown [19], who examined all of the 946 coun-
ties of the Weimar Republic, is limited by the fact that he dealt
only with the July 1932 Reichstag election, used too few variables
and excluded the large electoral group ‘assisting family members’
from his calculations [94: 180–1]. The utility of the collabora-
tive analysis by O’Loughlin, Flint and Anselin is similarly limited
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by being restricted to the Reichstag election of September 1930
[110].

Among the various methodological issues encountered in the
analysis of the sociology of the Nazi electorate [82; 133] one needs
especial reference, that of ‘ecological fallacy’ [26: 271–2; 56: 500–
1]. The increasingly sophisticated cliometrics employed in modern
studies on the social configuration of the Nazi electorate all rely on
aggregate-level data analysis which, as Brustein puts it, ‘can pro-
vide neither direct information on the political preferences among
specific social strata or occupational groups nor knowledge of the
specific characteristics of individual Nazi Party supporters’. He goes
on to note that it cannot be assumed ‘that because individuals in
a particular set of geographical units with a particular pattern of
social and demographic characteristics behaved in a particular way,
that all people in those geographic areas who possessed most or all
of the same characteristics behaved in the same fashion. This is the
so-called ecological fallacy’ [20: 13]. It is the absence of any controls
of the results in the form of exit polls or polls of voting intentions
for the Weimar period which is a major deficit when it comes to
accurately determining the voting behaviour of the different class
elements in German society.

The methodological problems which surround the analyses of
the sociology of the membership of the Nazi Movement and of the
electorate of the Nazi Party are not always made explicit enough,
and at times are even ignored by those working in the field. That
should be borne in mind when the statistical material available on
the social bases of Nazism in the extensive literature now at hand
is evaluated. Manfred Kuechler notes that ‘at times, researchers
get carried away with numbers, with the fascination of seemingly
precise quantitative measurement’, and gives the warning that there
are limits to what quantitative analysis can accomplish, especially
when it comes to multivariate regression analysis [82: 30–5].



Chapter 4

The social characteristics of the
Nazi Party in its formative years,
1919–1923

In its early years the Nazi Party was primarily a south German –
predominantly Bavarian – phenomenon, a peripheral movement
of no significance in the national politics of the Weimar Republic.
Founded by Anton Drexler and Karl Harrer in Munich on 5 January
1919, the German Workers’ Party (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei – DAP,
renamed NSDAP in February 1920) was still a tiny sect-like affair
when Hitler joined it in September 1919, with a small membership
which probably did not exceed the forty mark. By the time the first
party census was taken in late November or early December, the
membership had grown to 168, with a further 21 members joining
the DAP by January 1920. In the years 1920 to 1922 the Nazi Party
experienced very moderate growth and remained a very marginal,
weak affair in Germany as a whole, even in its stronghold of Bavaria.
The party had issued 2,000 membership cards by the end of 1920
and a further 18,000 members were enrolled in the course of 1921
and 1922. At first much of this growth was generated in Munich
itself, though a number of branches were gradually established in
Bavaria in 1920, the first of these being founded in Rosenheim in
April. By the end of 1920 a few isolated branches had also appeared
outside of Bavaria, starting with the formation of a branch in May
in Stuttgart in the state of Württemberg, the emergence of the first
branch north of the river Main by May at Dortmund in the Prussian
province of Westphalia, and the foundation of a branch in Pforzheim
in Baden in October. The expansion and development of Nazism in
much of Germany, however, was seriously handicapped from late
1922 onwards, when the Nazi Party was banned in one state after
another, starting with its prohibition in Prussia in November 1922.
This led more often than not to the collapse of the comparatively

38
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few branches in existence in northern, eastern and central Germany,
or forced the party to go underground, with isolated grouplets of
Nazis living a shadowy existence in much of Germany by 1923. It
was only in southern Germany that the party was free to operate
unhindered.

In his review of the history and development of the Nazi Party in
January 1923, Hitler asserted that the party had more members in
Munich than in the rest of Germany put together. Munich retained
its role in 1923 as the motor of a party that experienced further ex-
pansion primarily of its branch network and membership in Bavaria
and Württemberg, growth which occurred in the emotion-laden at-
mosphere generated by the occupation of the Ruhr by French and
Belgian troops in January 1923. The nationalist hysteria aroused by
the Ruhr occupation, combined with the social and political fall-out
of the hyper-inflation raging in Germany, along with the widespread
resentment of the Versailles Treaty in the post-war years, condi-
tioned the growth of radical forces both on the left and right of
the political spectrum. One of the beneficiaries of the deteriorating
economic and political situation in 1923 was the Nazi Party, which
markedly increased its support in the course of the year, at least in
southern Germany. By the time of the abortive Munich Putsch on
9 November 1923, the Nazi Party had issued 55,787 membership
cards, that is, it had enrolled 55,287 individuals since its forma-
tion in January 1919, given that the Nazis had started their central
party membership register with the number 500! There is no way
of knowing how many of these members were still in the party by
November 1923. What is known is that some 35,000 membership
cards had been issued in 1923, including around 10,000 issued
between 25 September and 9 November 1923, when the party
was banned throughout Germany following the fiasco of its rev-
olutionary attempt to seize power. Details on 4,786 of these 10,000
newly registered members have survived, some 68 per cent of whom
were resident in the state of Bavaria. Here the party had branches
numbering several thousand strong in Munich and Nuremberg, as
well as sizeable branches in a number of other towns, especially in
Protestant parts of Franconia in northern Bavaria, a region of major
Nazi growth in 1923 [101: 52–3].

A systematic sample of the membership of the Nazi Party from
its emergence up to the time of its total national ban in November
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Figure 3 The social ranking of the membership of the Nazi Party
between 1919 and 1923 according to Madden (N: 8,144)

1923 is not feasible, given that only the fragment noted above of
the party’s central membership register has survived, along with
a number of branch membership lists which provide snapshots of
the social background of Nazi supporters in various localities at
different points in time. The fragmentary nature of the data there-
fore dictates that longitudinal macro studies on the sociology of the
early Nazi Party can only be based on an aggregation of the diverse
sources available. The largest of these are provided by Madden
(see Figure 3), based on 8,144 members, and by Genuneit, involv-
ing 8,059 members. Madden quantified ‘the information concern-
ing each individual on all the known membership lists which have
survived from those years’, but is specific about only one of these,
the 2,988 members recorded in the ‘Adolf Hitler’s Comrades-in-
Arms’ list which he found in the BDC, which registers those mem-
bers who had joined the party between February 1919 and October
1921 [88: 36]. Genuneit is even vaguer as to the exact sources which
he used, merely noting that these involve ‘the membership lists of the
NSDAP from the period 1919 to 1923’ [52: 35]. The suspicion is
that both used virtually identical membership lists. Since Genuneit
is primarily concerned with the methodological issues involved
in analysing membership data, he only breaks down the membership
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according to its occupational status [52: 59], whereas Madden pro-
vides both social ranking and occupational distribution. The domi-
nance of the membership drawn from the middle class is very strik-
ing in Madden’s data, in which the working-class members form
only just short of 22 per cent, some 6 per cent lower than the
percentage for ‘workers’ to be found in Genuneit’s data [52: 59 ].
The difference in the working-class values is basically due to
methodological preferences: the inclusion of dependent artisans by
Genuneit in the working class and their placement in the Mittelstand
by Madden. If one uses Kater’s formula of automatically assigning
two-thirds of the artisans to the working class, then Madden’s value
for the working-class element in his sample increases by 9.5 per cent
to 31.2 per cent.

Neither the Madden nor the Genuneit data can be considered
as representative of the social characteristics of the membership of
the Nazi Party in its early years as a whole. What can be estab-
lished, however, on the basis of what appears to be the complete
data listing 2,548 of ‘Adolf Hitler’s Comrades-in-Arms’, is the so-
cial profile of the individuals who had joined the party in Munich
by August 1921 [29; 101: 55]. All but 2.2 per cent of these early
Nazis were resident in Munich. The breakdown of the membership
indicates that in its formative phase of development the Nazi Party
attracted a socially mixed following in Munich. Although the core
of the membership (45 per cent) was drawn from the middle class,
the party also attracted a not insignificant 24 per cent of its support
from the working class, as well as 10 per cent of its strength from the
Munich elite. The social status of the remainder, of which 4.1 per
cent were ‘wives’ or ‘widows’, is unclear [101: 55]. The party’s het-
erogeneous composition mirrored the social structure of Munich’s
population in broad terms, though the working class was marginally
under-represented among its membership [23: 94–5].

The image of a people’s party, but one with an even more pro-
nounced ‘middle-class paunch’ – to use Falter’s apt description [33:
372] – also emerges from the membership lists relating to a number
of branches established in various parts of (mainly south) Germany,
which provide an accurate insight into their social composition at a
particular point in time. In the comparatively large branches estab-
lished in south Germany at Rosenheim and Mannheim by August
1922, and at Landshut and Ingolstadt by late 1923, middle-class el-
ements provided an absolute majority of the membership, while the
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percentage for working-class members ranged from a low of 16.6 per
cent in the 320-strong Rosenheim branch, to a high of 30 per cent in
the 535-strong Ingolstadt branch [101: 55–6]. Blue-collar workers
were slightly more noticeable among the 232 members who joined
the Nazi Party in Leipzig in Saxony between November 1922 and
April 1923, accounting for 34.7 per cent of a membership dom-
inated by individuals drawn from the middle class, who provided
55.6 per cent of the branch membership [104: 211–12].

An insight into the social types which rushed towards the Nazi
Party on the eve of its abortive attempt to seize power in November
1923 can be derived from the large fragment of the central mem-
bership register which has survived, which lists 4,786 of the roughly
10,000 members (the register begins with membership number
45,000 and ends with entry number 55,787, but has lengthy gaps)
who joined the party between 25 September and 9 November 1923.
The publication of the results of Kater’s analysis of this list in 1971
marks the beginning of the relatively numerous quantitative studies
on the sociology of the Nazi Party available today [70]. In his first
analysis of this major piece of empirical material, Kater’s very re-
stricted definition of the German working class as comprising only
unskilled workers allowed him to reach the conclusion that virtually
the whole of the 4,726 new members whom he analysed were drawn
from the lower middle class. The lopsided class profile (see Figure 2,
Model A) of the Nazi membership which Kater’s approach resulted
in, one in which only 9.5 per cent were deemed ‘working class’,
as against the 90.5 per cent considered to be ‘lower middle class’
(included in which were 8.5 per cent classified as ‘skilled workers’,
1.7 per cent listed under ‘domestic workers’ and 20 per cent de-
scribed as ‘artisans’) permitted Kater strongly to underpin the pre-
vailing ‘middle-class thesis’ of the time [70: 159]. Some ten years or
so later Kater reworked the bulk of the data (he reduced the number
subjected to analysis to the 4,454 individuals who had provided oc-
cupational data) on the basis of a revamped occupational and class
model (see Figure 2, Model B). The class profile was strikingly dif-
ferent to that which his original analysis had arrived at, with 35.9 per
cent now assigned to the working class, 52.1 per cent to the lower-
middle class, and 11.9 per cent to the elite [75: 243].

Mühlberger’s calculations based on the same source (see
Figure 4), but using all of the 4,786 entries in the register, reflect a
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Figure 4 The social ranking of individuals joining the Nazi
Party between 25 September and 9 November 1923 according
to Mühlberger (N: 4,786)

class profile not dissimilar to that arrived at by Kater following the
revision of his class model [101: 63]. Mühlberger goes several steps
further by breaking the data down at the state (Land ), regional and
local level, which throws up a number of interesting features which
‘macro’ analyses of the data cannot reveal [101: 61–72]. Although
only 32.3 per cent of the new members involved in the surge towards
the Nazi Party in late 1923 came from outside of Bavaria, and in-
deed only a mere 24.2 per cent from outside of southern Germany,
the data do suggest that the Nazis – despite the ban on their party in
the bulk of the German states – were in the process of establishing
a toehold in many parts of northern, central and eastern Germany.
Admittedly, the numbers recruited north of the Main pale into in-
significance when measured by the 3,241 individuals who joined
the party in Bavaria alone. The Mittelstand furnished the bulk of
the individuals recruited by the Nazis outside of Bavaria, providing
as it did the majority of new members in all of the states on which
there is evidence. Recruits drawn from the working class were rela-
tively few, though workers did provide around one third of the new
membership in the states of Saxony (32.9 per cent) and Thuringia
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(31.2 per cent), in the Prussian provinces of Silesia (39.2 per
cent) and Westphalia (32.1 per cent), and in the electoral district of
Saxony-Anhalt (32.6 per cent). Well over 1,000 (primarily skilled)
blue-collar workers also joined the party in Bavaria, where they ac-
counted for 36.3 per cent of the 3,241 new recruits [101: 62–3].

At the micro level the social background of the new members
mobilised by the Nazi Party in late 1923 shows quite striking vari-
ations. At the branch level the Mittelstand element did not invari-
ably marginalise working-class types among the party joiners. In
a number of south German towns which experienced significant
recruitment in the six weeks or so before the Munich Putsch, work-
ers formed the absolute majority of the new intake in a number
of branches, as in Vilsbiburg (59 per cent), Starnberg (58.3 per
cent), Augsburg (55.9 per cent), Pappenheim (54 per cent) and
Memmingen (51.3 per cent), and provided a relative majority in
Günzburg, Hof, Kulmbach and Nuremberg [101: 64–8]. The quite
diverse social mix among the recruits at the branch level is difficult
to fit into a ‘middle-class thesis’.

A strong middle-class presence is undoubtedly evident in the
membership of the Nazi Party in its early years of development
as far as the available data are concerned. It is unlikely that new
data will be found which will significantly alter the current picture
that we have of the social base of Nazism before November 1923.
The Nazis recruited disproportionately from the Mittelstand in the
years following the formation of their party in January 1919. But
they were also able to secure significant support both from the work-
ing class and from the elite, giving the party a heterogeneous social
base. It is the infinite variety in the mix of the social and occupational
groups encountered at the branch level which makes it difficult to
categorise the Nazi Party specifically as a middle-class party, even
in its formative phase of development. The rag-bag of ideas ped-
dled by the Nazis attracted a socially mixed following right from the
start, ranging from aristocratic landowners and factory directors at
the top of the social scale to day labourers and casual workers at the
bottom.



Chapter 5

The social characteristics of the
membership and leadership of the
Nazi Party, 1925–1933

After 9 November 1923 the Nazi Party was banned for the first
time throughout Germany, though in Thuringia the ban lasted only
briefly and was lifted as early as 3 March 1924. One option not
open to Hitler, therefore, on his release on 20 December 1924 from
Landsberg prison, where he had served less than a year of a five-year
sentence for treason imposed on him in the spring of 1924, was to
re-found the Nazi Party. Since the general consensus in Bavaria, as
in Germany in general, was that the Nazis were a spent force and
unlikely to cause any problems if they were allowed to be politically
active again, the Bavarian government lifted the ban on the Nazi
Party on 16 February 1925, a step which the various other Länder
governments rapidly followed. That development opened the door
for Hitler to re-found the Nazi Party on 27 February 1925.

The environment in which the re-launched Nazi Party operated
after February 1925 was one of relative calm in comparison with
the turbulence the Weimar state had gone through in the imme-
diate post-war years and the disaster yet to come at the end of the
decade in the shape of the Great Depression, when mass unemploy-
ment, social stress and political chaos combined to strangle German
democracy. After comparatively rapid growth in 1925, at the end of
which the Nazis had enrolled around 27,000 members, the party
settled down to steady, if unspectacular, expansion. By the end of
1928 the Nazi Party had issued its 100,000th membership card and
was in the process of shedding its Bavarian image and acquiring a
national profile. In 1929 the move towards the party accelerated,
and 70,000 new membership cards were issued during the year. The
‘take-off’ phase of the party occurred in 1930. It coincided with a
marked deepening of the agrarian and industrial crises which had

45
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beset Germany in the late 1920s, plunging the Weimar Republic into
a sustained political crisis from the spring of 1930. The democratic
process was virtually frozen as a consequence, with a succession
of presidential governments culminating in the final destruction of
the Republic’s pluralist parliamentary democracy with the estab-
lishment and consolidation of the so-called ‘National Government’
under the chancellorship of Hitler in the spring and summer of
1933. As unemployment rose to astronomic levels after 1930, to
the point at which by 1932 almost 30 per cent of the working pop-
ulation were without work, radicals of the left and right latched on
to – and exploited – the deprivation, anxiety and anger of large
sections of German society.

That the Nazis benefited from the crisis more than any other party
opposed to Weimar democracy is well known. After the Nazi elec-
toral breakthrough in the Reichstag election of September 1930, in
which the Nazi Party secured 18.3 per cent of the vote as against the
2.6 per cent it had recorded in the Reichstag election of May 1928,
a veritable stampede towards the party took place as large num-
bers of Septemberlinge, as established Nazis disparagingly dubbed
the newcomers, joined the party. By the end of 1930 the 400,000th
membership card had been issued. The ominous surge towards the
Nazi Party in 1930 was sustained in 1931 and 1932, when a further
100,000 membership cards were issued on average at three-monthly
intervals. By the time Hitler became chancellor at the end of January
1933, the party had handed out a total of 1,435,530 membership
cards. These figures hide, however, the volatility of the Nazi Party’s
membership. By the time the Nazis subjected their followers to a
census in the course of 1934, only just short of 850,000 of the 1.4
million members who had been enrolled before 30 January 1933
were still in the party. Since it is unlikely that any significant num-
ber of these would have left the party after Hitler was appointed
chancellor, when party membership took on a new meaning and
became rapidly and increasingly important, it would seem that the
Nazi Party lost around 40 per cent of those who had joined it at
some stage before the end of January 1933.

For the period February 1925 to January 1933 there are three
sets of data available on the social structure of the Nazi Party at
the macro level, indeed four, if one includes the Partei-Statistik (see
Figure 1) produced by the Nazis themselves. The three data sets
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Figure 5 The social ranking of individuals joining the Nazi Party
between 1925 and 1933 according to Madden (N: 47,438)

are all based on samples drawn from the BDC, and involve a small
unrepresentative sample taken by Kater (see Figure 2, Model B),
and two large samples, that by Madden (see Figure 5) and that by
Brustein and Falter (see Figure 6). The values arrived at by Kater
and by Brustein and Falter are broadly in line, though it has to
be borne in mind that they employ class and occupational models
(see Tables 1 and 4) which show slight variations. Moreover, Kater
based his calculations only on those Nazi members who were part
of the working population, and left aside those individuals who were
retired or without an occupation, such as pensioners, housewives
and widows, so that strictly speaking like is not being compared
with like. But the values for the working-class component among
the newcomers to the Nazi Party in the two sets of data are virtu-
ally identical, and those for middle-class recruits only marginally
higher in Kater’s data. It is only Madden’s breakdown of the social
ranking of individuals joining the Nazi Party in these years which
is very much out of step with those arrived at by Kater and by
Brustein and Falter. It is ironic that Madden, a staunch advocate
of the ‘people’s party thesis’, began to publish statistical evidence
in the 1980s in which the Mittelstand loomed very large, while in
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Figure 6 The occupational status of individuals joining the Nazi
Party between 1925 and 1932 according to Brustein and Falter
(N: 39,812)

the same decade Kater began to publish data which seriously under-
mined the position he had taken in the 1970s as the major cham-
pion of the ‘lower-middle-class thesis’ of Nazism. The discrepancies
between Madden’s class values and those of Kater and of Brustein
and Falter are primarily due to Madden’s placement of all artisans
into the middle class, the consequence of which significantly re-
duces the working-class content within the ranks of the Nazi Party,
and, conversely, inflates its middle-class component. Included in
Madden’s Mittelstand value of 65.1 per cent is a sizeable artisan
occupational sub-group accounting for 18.5 per cent of the mem-
bership, the bulk of which undoubtedly involved dependent arti-
sans, who should be included in the working class. When Kater’s
method of automatically assigning 63.4 per cent of all artisans to
the working class is used, the percentage of the membership drawn
by the Nazi Party from the working class in the period February
1925 to January 1933 in Madden’s sample increases to 39 per
cent, while that for the Mittelstand is reduced to 53 per cent. If one
compares the ‘amended’ Madden data set with those of Kater and
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of Brustein and Falter, the values arrived at for the working class
and for the middle class are not overly dissimilar.

Data on the social make-up of the Nazi Party’s membership ana-
lysed by Mühlberger (see Figure 7) also provides values which are
in line with the results obtained from the BDC material sampled
by Kater, Madden (in its amended form) and Brustein and Falter.
Mühlberger’s data, however, cannot be viewed as representative for
the Nazi Party as a whole since it is not a systematic sample. His
results are based on the aggregation of extensive Nazi membership
records relating to six regions of Germany, including two large sets
of data recording all of the newly enrolled members in Gau Hesse-
Nassau-South for the period 1929 to 30 January 1933, and for
Gau Württemberg for the years 1928 to 1930 [103: 53–4]. What
is particularly interesting about the party’s recruitment patterns
in Gaue Württemberg-Hohenzollern and Hesse-Nassau-South is
that they show that the percentage levels for workers entering the
party in these Gaue were much greater than those claimed for these
regions in the Partei-Statistik of 1935. For in Gau Württemberg-
Hohenzollern workers provided 42.5 per cent of the newly enrolled
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members (N: 4,117) between 1928 and 1930 [102: 83], whereas
in the Partei-Statistik the Nazis claimed that in this Gau workers
made up only 29.2 per cent of its membership (N: 2,751) before
14 September 1930 [113: 146]. In the case of Gau Hesse-Nassau-
South, workers accounted for 38.1 per cent of the membership
recruited between the beginning of 1929 and 14 September 1930
[102: 122], whereas in the Partei-Statistik workers provided only
29 per cent of the Gau membership enrolled between 1925 and 14
September 1930 [113: 146]. Making due allowance for the differ-
ences in the respective classification schemes used, and bearing in
mind the different time-spans to which these sets of membership
data apply, it does seem that workers were entering the party in both
Gaue at a much higher rate than the Gau census returns of 1935 in-
dicate. The data suggests that workers were also much more likely
to leave the party over time than members drawn from the mid-
dle class or elite. This is the factor which most likely accounts for
the differences in the values given for ‘workers’ in the three BDC
data sets, which average out at around the 41 per cent mark for
the 1925 to 1933 period, and that of 31.5 per cent to be found in
the Partei-Statistik. The discrepancy between the lower figure in the
Partei-Statistik for workers in the party before 30 January 1933 and
the higher values to be found in the data sets produced by historians
analysing the BDC holdings seems to suggest that the Nazis were
not, as has often been claimed, massaging the membership census
returns to support their claim to be an authentic Volkspartei.

Parallel to the publication of the macro data sets on the social pro-
file of the Nazi membership came a series of micro studies analysing
the composition of the membership of the Nazi Party at the regional
and local level. A pioneering study by Lawrence Stokes focussed on
a list of 469 members belonging to the Nazi Party branch established
in the small town of Eutin in north Germany [132]. Stokes’ analysis
revealed that the ‘proletarian’ element in the branch (composed of
unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled workers, domestic workers and
dependent artisans), which formed 36.5 per cent of the member-
ship, was over-represented in comparison with the size of the work-
ing class in Eutin, given at 25 per cent. In his major study on the
membership and leadership of the Nazi Party, Kater provides a
number of branch breakdowns which showed not only the variable
social configuration of Nazi branches in different parts of Germany
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at different times, but also the high working-class percentages to be
found in some branches [75: 246–7, 250]. In a study on the social
profile of the Nazi Party in the Border Province Posen-West Prussia,
Mühlberger demonstrated that even in a predominantly agrarian
region the NSDAP was able to attract a socially mixed following,
including a significant level of working-class support. The analysis
also revealed the often quite different social configuration of branch
membership in a region in which such factors as economic struc-
ture, level of urbanisation, the religious conviction and social struc-
ture of the population were virtually constant [100]. The infinite
variability of the social background of the membership mobilised
by the Nazi Party at the local level also emerges as a central fea-
ture of Mühlberger’s examination of the party in different regions
of Germany [102]. Whereas the middle class dominated twenty-
six of the sixty party branches recruiting in Gau Hesse-Nassau-
South between 1928 and 1931, including the very large branches at
Frankfurt-am-Main (N: 3,979) and Wiesbaden (N: 1,607), work-
ers provided the single largest social grouping among the party
newcomers in thirty-four small and medium-sized branches, with
an absolute majority in twenty-seven of them [102: 100–15 ]. In
Gau Württemberg-Hohenzollern the pattern was very similar, with
workers providing the majority of new members in twenty-seven of
the forty-three branches recruiting between 1928 and 1930, and
an absolute majority in twenty-one of them. The sizeable Stuttgart
branch, however, drew 59 per cent of its 688 new members from
the Mittelstand, while in the university town of Tübingen it was
university students (32.4 per cent) who provided more new mem-
bers than either the working class (30.4 per cent) or the middle
class (26.8 per cent) [102: 66–77]. Other areas on which there
is detailed information on the social configuration of membership
of the Nazi Party at the branch level show similar patterns [39;
104].

On the eve of its acquisition of power, the Nazi Party represented
a microcosm of German society in terms of the social make-up of
its membership. Within its ranks were people drawn from all walks
of life. In the course of its rapid expansion from the late 1920s, the
party had penetrated into all corners of Germany and mobilised
support from all ‘Christian’ persuasions, from all classes, irrespec-
tive of whether these were resident in isolated rural areas, or in
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heavily industrialised regions, or in urban sprawls. Although the
membership of the Nazi Party did not reflect the class structure
of German society perfectly in that the working class was under-
represented – and the middle class over-represented – within it, it
did in the course of the early 1930s lose to some extent the pro-
nounced ‘middle-class paunch’ which it had exhibited in its for-
mative years. The membership of the party was characterised by
a remarkably heterogeneous structure, and the infinite variability
of the social components which constituted the Nazi Party’s rank-
and-file at the branch level is particularly striking.

In sharp contrast to the social diversity of its ordinary member-
ship, the Nazi Party’s cadre was made up overwhelmingly of mem-
bers drawn from the Mittelstand and from the elite. ‘The typical
Nazi leader’, to quote Ronald Rogowski, ‘was . . . a secure, rather
successful professional, official or businessman with a history of
considerable upward mobility before he had joined the movement’
[117: 402]. The evidence available on the party’s functionary corps
does show a fairly consistent pattern before 1933 [28; 53; 75; 101;
115; 117]. At the lower and intermediary level of the party’s or-
ganisational hierarchy in the Gaue, individuals with a middle-class
background occupied the majority of the posts. In Gau Baden over
80 per cent of the branch and district leaders were middle class in
background in the late 1920s [101: 98]. Not one of the thirteen
district leaders of Gau Munich-Upper Bavaria in June 1931 had
working-class origins [101: 100]. In the Nazi functionary corps in
Middle and Upper Franconia in the years 1930 to 1933 only one
of the seventeen branch and district leaders was a worker, whereas
fourteen came from the middle class and two from the elite [101:
98]. Three-quarters of the branch leaders in the governmental dis-
trict of Kassel in Hesse in 1930, and three-quarters of the branch
leaders in the Lüneburg region in 1931 were also drawn from the
lower middle class [75: 256]. Even in Gau Greater Berlin in the latter
half of the 1920s, a period in which Gauleiter Goebbels was mak-
ing strenuous efforts to recruit more workers into the party, almost
three-quarters of the functionary corps was drawn from the Mittel-
stand [101: 98]. An exception to this general pattern is provided by
the Ruhr region, where the dominance of the working class among
the working population and its greater presence within the rank-
and-file of the party [102: 26–49] does appear to have had some
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Figure 8 The social ranking of the Gauleiter corps in 1933
according to Kater (N: 35)

influence upon the social composition of the local leadership corps.
According to data relating to the Western Ruhr, 45 per cent of the
twenty branch functionaries on whom there is evidence for 1925
and 1926 were workers, and half of the twenty-two branch leaders
in district Essen came from the working class in 1929 [101: 98–9].
The attitude of the Gauleiter in the region was probably the factor
leading to the advancement of ‘workers’ to a position of authority
within the party, at least at the branch level. Gauleiter Josef Wagner
of Westphalia certainly took the class factor into consideration when
appointing local and district leaders, ensuring that these were drawn
from the working class in the industrialised areas within his Gau
[101: 97]. However, when it came to the top jobs in the Gau admin-
istration, both Wagner, as well as Terboven in the adjacent district
Essen, depended – like most Gauleiter – on the administrative skills
and expertise of individuals drawn from the Mittelstand and from
the elite. In the Gauleiter corps (see Figure 8) – the ‘middle man-
agement’ of the party as it were – the presence of individuals drawn
from the Mittelstand is less in evidence due to the massive over-
representation of elite elements. Individuals with a working-class
background, such as the agricultural labourer Hildebrand, who be-
came Gauleiter of Mecklenburg following the re-formation of the
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Nazi Party in 1925, were very much the exception in the Gauleiter
corps.

In the scramble for power within the party at the Gau level and
above, individuals from the middle class and the elite – more often
than not with a university education – were much more successful
in acquiring leadership positions than those with a working-class
background. The need for people of talent to control and direct
the organisation and propaganda arm of the party gave the better-
educated party members significant advantages in the acquisition
of party posts which required expertise and bureaucratic skills. The
strength of the Mittelstand and of the elite within the Nazi Party
cadre at Gau level and above is not that surprising. In the Weimar
period even working-class organisations developed leadership
cadres based on individuals drawn from the middle class, for func-
tional reasons. For as Kater observes, the Nazi functionary corps

was closely related to the complex system of administrative tasks to be
performed by the party hierarchy: the higher the degree of skill required, the
more qualified and sophisticated were the administrative personnel. The
NSDAP thus appears to have been ruled by the same laws of rationality that
governed other institutions, corporations, and even other political parties
in the Weimar Republic.

[75: 177 ]

Not surprising either is that the dominance of the middle and
upper classes in the party cadre is also reflected in the share-out
of the spoils accruing from the growth in the electoral support
of the Nazi Party in the late 1920s and early 1930s at the local,
regional and national level. It was only at the town and district
council level that the working-class members in the party had a
chance of being placed highly enough on the party slate to have a
good chance of being elected. In 1933 workers provided a quarter
of the 4,404 local councillors analysed by Kater [75: 257]. But in
the more prestigious Landtag elections, working-class candidates
were generally squeezed out by individuals drawn from the middle
class and the elite. The commentary in the Völkischer Beobachter on
the results of the elections to the Hamburg Senate in September
1931, which emphasised the ‘picture of our people’s community
(Volksgemeinschaft) unifying all occupations and classes’, represents
the party’s disingenuous attempt to cover up the comparatively
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Figure 9 The social ranking of Nazi candidates in the Reichstag
election of July 1932 according to Mühlberger (N: 838)

low level of representation of workers (eleven out of forty-three
deputies) among the Nazi faction [101: 103–4]. In Bavaria such a
propaganda line was hardly feasible since there was only one skilled
worker among the forty-four Nazi deputies elected to the Bavarian
Landtag in April 1932, whereas individuals pursuing middle-class
occupations made up almost three-quarters of those elected on
the Nazi ticket [101: 104]. A virtually identical situation existed in
the adjacent Land Thuringia, where two workers figured among the
twenty-six Nazi deputies elected to the Landtag in July 1932 [101:
103–4]. Workers were even rarer among the candidates and grow-
ing number of Nazi members elected to the Reichstag in the early
1930s, as reflected in the social background of the candidates who
stood for office (see Figure 9), and those who were elected in what
turned out to be the Nazi landslide of July 1932 (see Figure 10).
The very limited success of working-class Nazis in acquiring the
advantages and privileges accruing to MPs is a feature throughout
the period 1928 to 1933 [101: 106–7]. For in spite of constant at-
tacks by the Nazis on the parliamentary ‘system’, there was intense
competition among Nazi Party functionaries at all levels to be nom-
inated as a Reichstag candidate. A ‘good name’, which could give
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Figure 10 The social ranking of Nazi deputies elected to the
Reichstag in July 1932 according to Mühlberger (N: 230)

a degree of ‘respectability’ to the party, seems to have been useful
for getting on to the Nazi list of Reichstag candidates. Preference
also appears to have been given to those Nazis who already held a
post of some status within the party or within one of its numerous
specialist organisations [101: 109].

In the ‘scramble for posts’ (Pöstchenjägerei) within the party, which
began in earnest from the late 1920s when the party began to make
some impact in a number of Landtag elections and emerged as a
serious contender for power, Nazis with a Mittelstand or elite back-
ground did extremely well in securing the commanding heights of
the party. The social background of the higher party functionar-
ies and of the party’s candidates and elected representatives at the
Landtag and Reichstag level therefore did not bear much resem-
blance to the social structure of the party’s ordinary membership
long before the Third Reich was established.



Chapter 6

The social characteristics of the
membership and leadership of Nazi
specialist organisations

Beyond the framework of the Nazi Party itself, the Nazis developed
a number of specialist organisations from the early 1920s onwards.
These ultimately played an important role in facilitating the party’s
rise to power by mobilising specific gender, age, occupational and
professional groups. By 1930 there were quite a number of spe-
cialist organisations officially recognised by Hitler as part of the
Nazi Movement, of which all but the SA and SS had been created
by the private initiative of Nazi activists, including a number of
occupation-orientated organisations for teachers, lawyers and doc-
tors. One other organisation especially important in furthering the
growth of Nazism was added on 1 January 1931, when the quasi-
trade union movement, the NSBO, which could trace its roots back
to a number of factory cells formed in the latter half of the 1920s by
Nazi activists in Berlin and elsewhere, was officially recognised by
the party and integrated into the structure of the Nazi Movement.
Because not all of the members enrolled in the specialist organi-
sations – especially those active in the SA and the NSBO – were
automatically members of the Nazi Party also, the various special-
ist organisations were important in generating support for Nazism
from diverse class elements in German society whose social values
and economic interests they specifically targeted through the nature
of their appeal and recruitment strategy.

As in the case of the Nazi Party itself, it was only from the 1970s
onwards that the social characteristics of a number of Nazi special-
ist organisations were examined on the basis of empirical evidence.
The main focus of attention initially fell on the quasi-military SA,
a party-initiated formation which could trace its origins back to
1921. It was a small affair at first, with a membership of around
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1,000 by the end of 1922, which more than doubled by the time
of the ‘Munich Putsch’ of November 1923. At that point it was –
along with the NSDAP – banned throughout Germany. Following
the re-formation of the Nazi Party in February 1925, the SA re-
emerged also. It grew slowly in the latter half of the 1920s, reaching
a total strength of some 30,000 men by August 1929 and around
60,000 men by November 1930 [43: 5]. The explosive growth of
the SA occurred in 1931 and 1932, years which saw its rapid devel-
opment into a mass organisation, paralleling the expansion of the
Nazi Party in these years. By January 1932 the membership of the
SA had risen to 290,941, which increased further to 445,279 by
August 1932. Thereafter the SA experienced a marginal reduction
in its size, and by the time Hitler became chancellor it had probably
around 425,000 members. Hitler’s appointment to head a ‘National
Government’ generated an explosion in the membership of the SA,
which reached the 2 million mark by the summer of 1933 [43: 6].
Unlike the NSDAP itself, the SA and the other Nazi specialist or-
ganisations were not subjected to a ban on further recruitment in
the course of 1933.

The first significant analysis of the social characteristics of the
membership and leadership of the SA was provided by Eric Reiche,
whose doctoral thesis of 1972 – published in 1986 – dealt with
the history of the SA in Nuremberg [116]. Reiche’s micro study
was based on the compilation of social data relating to 358 of the
12,000 or so SA members who had joined the organisation in the
city between 1922 and mid-1934. This sample, probably unrepre-
sentative of the Nuremberg SA as a whole, suggests that its ordinary
membership had, in occupational and social terms, a broad class
base. It showed that of the 137 rank-and-file members active in the
Nuremberg SA in the period 1925 to 1932, those recruited from the
working class, at 46 per cent, marginally outnumbered those drawn
from the middle class, at 44.6 per cent [116: 143]. On the basis of
his case-study Reiche wisely refrained from reaching any sweeping
conclusions about the sociology of the SA in Germany as a whole,
but his results, especially the relatively high working-class content
among his sample, gave food for thought. A few years later Peter
Merkl, in his first re-working of the autobiographical accounts of
individuals who had joined the Nazi Party by 1 January 1933 com-
piled by Theodore Abel in 1934, which included data on 337 SA
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members – of whom 39 were also in the SS, and 181 in leadership
positions – also pointed to the broad social base of the SA elements
contained in the Abel material, of which 42 per cent were of ‘blue-
collar workers’ status [96: 595]. In his second re-working of the Abel
data which appeared a few years later, blue-collar workers (defined
as ‘unskilled’ and ‘skilled’ workers) still accounted for 38.5 per cent
of the ‘Abel SA’ [97: 99].

A quite different picture of the social characteristics of the SA
was presented in a number of articles published by Michael Kater
in the 1970s, a period when he was still using the very narrow
definition of the occupational groups comprising the working class
which characterised all of his early work on the sociology of the Nazi
Movement [71; 72]. On the basis of fragmentary material supplied
to him by Conan Fischer, which comprised a number of mem-
bership records relating to SA members resident in rural Bavaria,
Munich and Frankfurt-am-Main, as well as SA activists who had
been arrested following brawls with political opponents in various
localities in Germany, Kater argued that the SA was essentially a
petit-bourgeois phenomenon, its membership – according to his
odd classification scheme – being ‘about 70 to 80 per cent lower
middleclass’before1933 [71:370;72:801]. Inthe late1970s Fischer
evaluated virtually the same material. Fischer, who used a more re-
alistic class and occupational model, one in which skilled workers
and dependent artisans were included in the working class, came to
radically different conclusions to those reached by Kater. According
to Fischer’s analysis, 63.4 per cent of his sample of 1,184 SA mem-
bers enrolled between 1929 and 30 January 1933 were unskilled,
semi-skilled and skilled workers. In the period 31 January 1933 to 30
June 1934 the number of workers in the SA increased even further,
accounting for 69.9 per cent of the 3,812 SA members on which
Fischer based his calculations [41: 140]. Fischer basically turned the
social profile of the SA as suggested by Kater on its head. Accord-
ing to Fischer the SA was ‘an activist movement which won sizeable
numbers of workers for the Nationalist cause’ [41: 152]. Fischer’s
view of the social basis of the SA membership was supported by data
published by Lawrence Stokes [132]. He analysed the occupational
background of fifty-four SA members who had joined the SA in
Eutin by 1929 in his micro study of the social make-up of the Nazi
Party in the town. Stokes pointed to the ‘proletarian’ nature of the
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Eutin SA, and came to the conclusion that ‘in all likelihood, hardly
more than half a dozen Eutin SA members enjoyed a middle-class
existence’ [132: 27–8].

Fischer’s essay sparked off a lively exchange revolving around
methodological issues with Richard Bessel and Mathilde Jamin,
both then engaged on researching different aspects of the SA. In
a joint article they suggested that a number of methodological flaws
undermined Fischer’s work, queried the nature of the sources which
he had used and cast doubts on his conclusion that the SA was
strongly working class in terms of its rank-and-file membership
[10]. Interestingly, however, one piece of evidence advanced by
Bessel and Jamin, a police summary of the social background of
1,824 SA members resident in Berlin in February 1931, pointed
in the same direction as Fischer’s data, with unskilled and skilled
workers accounting for 14 and 40 per cent respectively [10: 113].

In the early 1980s Fischer, Bessel and Jamin all published the
results of their research on the SA, studies which enhanced exist-
ing knowledge of that organisation in a quantitative and qualitative
sense. Fischer took on board aspects of the criticism levelled against
him on methodological grounds. Although he still presented his het-
erogeneous data in the form of aggregated large ‘samples’, he now
produced a more differentiated breakdown of the data and placed
the SA formations he was analysing into their local context. This
approach highlighted the fact that unskilled and skilled workers pro-
vided the absolute majority of members in virtually all of the many
individual SA units on which his data was based [43: 25–9].

Richard Bessel, however, in his study of the SA in the predom-
inantly rural regions of Eastern Germany, queried Fischer’s con-
clusion that the SA was primarily a working-class outfit as far as
the rank-and-file was concerned. Bessel cited statistics on the SA
in East Germany put together by the police authorities in the early
1930s, data in which working-class members were less prominent.
According to the police report on the SA in East Prussia for June
1931, blue-collar workers, comprising the categories of agricultural
workers, industrial workers, artisans (their youth suggests that these
were virtually all dependent) and apprentices, accounted for 40.5
per cent of the 4,450 SA members recruited in the governmental
region of Königsberg, and for 41 per cent of the 2,144 SA members
active in the governmental region of Allenstein. In data relating to
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the membership of the SA in Silesia for August 1930, the figure
for the membership drawn from the working class was marginally
higher at 45 per cent. In all three data sets it was the category ‘ar-
tisans and artisans’ apprentices’ which accounted for between 60
and 70 per cent of the working-class element. The largest individ-
ual category within the membership, however, was that comprising
‘farmers, young farmers and agricultural supervisors’, who pro-
vided 34.6 per cent of the SA membership in Silesia, 35 per cent
in the governmental region of Königsberg and 44.9 per cent in the
governmental district of Allenstein [9: 36–7].

Following the veritable rash of publications on the social make-
up of the membership of the SA from the mid-1970s to the early
1980s, there was a brief lull. Further evidence on this question
was advanced in 1987 by Mühlberger, which involved SA members
recruited in Munich before the November Putsch of 1923, along
with an analysis of 1,539 members of the SA resident in numerous
small towns and villages scattered throughout Bavaria in early April
1932 [101: 115–22]. The latter data demonstrated a consistent pat-
tern of a high working-class presence within the ranks of the SA
in all regions of Bavaria, ranging from 49.2 per cent in the Palati-
nate to 66.6 per cent in Upper Bavaria, averaging out at 61.1 per
cent for Bavaria as a whole [101: 119–20]. The structure of the SA
in predominantly small-town, rural areas of Bavaria in the spring
of 1932 was in marked contrast to that of the SA in rural East
Prussia in 1931 as summarised in the police records which Bessel
had discovered. Additional material published by Mühlberger in
the early 1990s gave further strong support to Fischer’s argument
that the SA was predominantly working class in terms of its rank-
and-file membership. In data relating to SA units recruited in the
states of Bavaria and Württemberg, and in the Prussian provinces
of Hesse-Nassau, Hanover and Westphalia, agricultural workers,
unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled workers, as well as craftsmen,
dominated the social make-up of units of ‘ordinary’ SA, of SA-
Motor and SA-Rider corps, as well as of SA probationers and SA
reservists, and confirmed Fischer’s contention that the SA’s rank-
and-file was predominantly lower class [102: 168–71].

The most comprehensive data set available on the SA’s social
composition to date is summarised in Figure 11. It combines the
bulk of the data previously published by Fischer and Mühlberger
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Figure 11 The social ranking of the membership of the SA en-
rolled between 1925 and 30 January 1933 according to Fischer
and Mühlberger (N: 2,643)

with additional unpublished material. The extensive source base
upon which the calculations rest involves a useful mix of storm
troopers resident in all regions of Germany, recruited in both rural
and urban settings, in agrarian and industrial environments, and
in predominantly Catholic and Protestant areas. Although even this
diverse data cannot lay claim to be a representative sample on which
to base an evaluation of the social profile of the SA as a whole, the
aggregation of the numerous SA units on which it rests does pro-
vide the most reliable and extensive information available to date
on the social pattern of the SA’s membership during the Weimar
Republic. The social profile the data reveals is unlikely to be sig-
nificantly altered by further information on the membership of the
SA yet to be unearthed in the archives. All the existing evidence
points to the fact that the rank-and-file SA membership was pre-
dominantly working class in occupational and social terms before
Hitler became chancellor. It does seem that the organisation was
significantly more ‘proletarian’ than the membership of the Nazi
Party itself and critical – given that over half of the storm troop-
ers were under twenty-five years old and around 80 per cent under
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thirty years of age before 30 January 1933 – in mobilising significant
working-class support for Nazism from the younger age cohorts of
German society [43: 49; 93].

Analysis of the class configuration of the rank-and-file members
of the many other Nazi specialist organisations in existence by 1933
is at present still either lacking or in its infancy. There is limited
data available on the sociology of the membership of the Hitler
Youth which suggests that it had a social profile very similar to
that of the SA. Relatively small in comparison with the SA, with a
membership strength of around 13,000 by the end of 1929 and just
over 55,000 by the end of January 1933, it appears to have drawn
even more support from working-class youth during the Weimar
period than the SA. Peter Stachura, on the basis of a variety of
regional membership figures compiled by the HJ itself, in which the
percentage for manual workers in the organisation in 1930 ranged
from a low of 55 per cent in Gau Rhineland to a high of 77 per cent in
Gau South Bavaria, reached the conclusion that the membership of
the youth wing of the Nazi Movement was predominantly working
class [124: 58–9]. The high incidence of working-class membership
in the HJ does not appear to have been a universal feature of the
organisation, for in a report on the social basis of the membership of
the HJ by the propaganda section of the Nazi Party in Gau South-
Hanover-Brunswick in February 1931, workers made up only 37
per cent of the 1,200 individuals who had joined the youth wing of
the Nazi Party in the region [102: 257]. Stachura’s assessment of
the working-class nature of the HJ is, however, confirmed by the
only extensive, detailed archival data on the membership of the HJ
that has come to light to date, which was discovered and analysed
by Mühlberger and which relates to the Palatinate [101: 109–14].
At the time of the ban placed on all of the uniformed specialist
organisations of the Nazi Party in April 1932, the complete register
of 2,053 youths who had joined the HJ in numerous towns and
villages throughout the Rhenish Palatinate between 1928 and April
1932 fell into the hands of the police. Blue-collar workers provided
57.4 per cent of those recruited by the HJ in this region in these
years [101: 110]. The HJ membership of a number of branches was
solidly working class. In those established in Grünstadt, Landstuhl
and Pirmasens, working-class youth provided over 80 per cent of the
membership, and in the branch situated in Langmeil 100 per cent
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[101: 112–13]. While factory workers alone accounted for 50 per
cent of the membership in Miesenbach, in a number of other small
branches established in the rural backwaters of the province, such
as Zeitkam, Wachenheim, Morschheim and St Julian, farmers’ sons
provided over 50 per cent of the membership, and 64.7 per cent in
the case of Geiselberg [101: 113]. According to the police report
commenting on the membership records, the great bulk of the 1,101
members noted as having reached the age of eighteen were stated
as having become members of the NSDAP, or of the SA, or of the
SS [101: 114].

Little light as yet has been thrown on the social characteristics of
the rank-and-file membership of the SS. Along with the SA, from
which it recruited the bulk of its members before 1933, the SS was
one of the oldest Nazi specialist organisations by the time of the Nazi
seizure of power. Following its emergence in 1925, the SS grew only
very slowly in the shadow of the SA, its total strength reaching the
1,000 mark by the end of 1928, a figure which doubled by the end of
1929, and increased further to 2,727 by the end of 1930. According
to statistics provided by the Nazis themselves (and these include a
small number of Austrian SS members), it was only two years after
Hitler had appointed Himmler to head the SS that the organisation
began to grow in size, reaching a strength of 14,964 by the end of
1931, which increased to just over 52,000 by the end of 1932. A
membership spurt in 1933 after Hitler became chancellor swelled
its ranks to almost 210,000 by the end of the year [102: 182].

Early attempts to grapple with the problem of the sociology of the
SS undoubtedly suffered from a lack of source material and could
do little more than provide impressionistic overviews of no real value
[112]. In his review of the existing literature on the SS in the early
1960s, Robert Koehl, commenting on the social background of the
members of the SS before 1933, characterised them ‘as “bruisers”
and misfits, the unemployed and unemployable’ and ‘fragments of
the old German elite’ [78: 281]. Writing a few years later, Heinz
Höhne, on the basis of guesswork rather than any firm empirical
evidence, came to the conclusion that the ‘founders of the SS had
come from lower-middle-class suburbia’, while after 1929 it was ap-
parently the ‘the lost souls of the middle and upper-middle classes’
who joined the SS [63: 54]. In his major work on the SS published
in the early 1980s, Koehl asserted – again on the basis of virtually



The social characteristics of Nazi specialist organisations 65

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

I II III IV

% 

Source: [102: 189].

43.9
47.9
4.0
4.0

Key: I Lower class
II Lower and middle middle class
III Upper middle class and upper class
IV Status unclear

Figure 12 The social ranking of the membership of the SS
enrolled between 1929 and 30 January 1933 according to
Mühlberger (N: 496)

no firm evidence – that it was ‘the lower middle class from which the
SS drew its membership’ [79: 82]. Kater cited Höhne to support his
view that ‘in the first four years after the formation of the NSDAP,
the SS did not differentiate itself in its sociology from the SA (or
from the NSDAP), that is, it was similarly lower-middle-class in
character’ [71: 344]. He did, however, advance some fragmentary
evidence which suggested that the SS began to secure more support
from the upper middle class and upper class in the early 1930s.

Except for some very limited data available on the membership of
the SS in Munich and in Ludwigshafen in the early 1930s [101: 117–
18], the data summarised in Figure 12 on various SS units recruiting
between 1929 and the end of January 1933 in the states of Bavaria,
Bremen, Hesse and Oldenburg, and the provinces of Hanover,
Hesse-Nassau and Rhineland in Prussia represents the first solid
empirical evidence on the occupational and class background of
rank-and-file members of the SS [102: 186–9]. Given that the SS
recruited members from the SA in some numbers in the late 1920s
and early 1930s, the sizeable working-class presence within its ranks
can perhaps be expected. Further evidence on various SS units
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recruited in the Rhineland region, in which over 50 per cent of
the membership was provided by unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled
manual workers before 30 January 1933, suggests that a strong pres-
ence of workers in this so-called ‘elite’ organisation in the 1920s and
1930s is probably correct [7: 218]. It is likely that the discovery of
data on other SS units will confirm that the social types attracted to
the SS before 1933 were not restricted, as the older literature has
it, to Mittelstand and upper-class elements.

The social profile of the membership of one other Nazi specialist
organisation which acquired a mass base before the Nazi seizure of
power, that of the NSBO, has also been subjected to evaluation of
late. In existence since the mid-1920s, the factory cells organised by
Nazi activists in various parts of Germany – primarily in Berlin and
in the Ruhr region – targeted both blue-collar workers and white-
collar employees. The NSBO was still a very small organisation
with approximately 3,000 members by the time it became officially
recognised as the party’s trade union in January 1931. Even by the
end of 1931 it mustered no more than 43,000 members. It was
only to become an organisation of some size in the course of 1932,
when it increased its membership to 170,000 by the late summer.
By January 1933 its membership had grown to exceed the 300,000
mark [77: 170].

For decades held to have had success only in mobilising primarily
white-collar employees, the nature of the NSBO and the class status
of its membership has been subjected to significant revision from the
1970s [77; 80; 92]. On the basis of fragmentary evidence, Gunther
Mai pointed to marked regional variations in the composition of the
NSBO and to the ‘gradual shift from white-collar employees to blue-
collar workers’ within its ranks [92: 598]. In the sole detailed analysis
of the membership of the NSBO available, which is based on the
around 50,000 members active in the NSBO in Berlin by early
1933, Volker Kratzenberg reached the conclusion that the NSBO
had a broad social base, with a substantial part (it is not specifically
quantified) of its membership coming from blue-collar workers [80:
236–9].

The evidence available on the social characteristics of the rank-
and-file membership of the HJ, SA, SS and NSBO suggests that
these organisations were instrumental in widening the social base
on which the Nazi Movement rested. The membership of the SA
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and HJ certainly was significantly more working class in nature than
that of the party itself. The totally male HJ, SA and SS, as well as
the predominantly male NSBO, appear to have penetrated quite ef-
fectively into the working class. These specialist organisations
recruited tens of thousands, and, in the case of the SA and NSBO,
hundreds of thousands, of working-class members to the Nazi
cause. Collectively they overshadowed the efforts of such specialist
organisations as the National Socialist Teachers’ League (National-
sozialistischer Lehrerbund – NSLB), the League of National Socialist
German Lawyers (Bund Nationalsozialistischer Deutscher Juristen –
BNSDJ) and the National Socialist German Doctors’ League
(Nationalsozialistischer Deutscher Ärztebund – NSDÄB), which drew
thousands of middle- and upper-class individuals into the Nazi
Party. Little is known as yet about the social background of the
membership of a number of other Nazi specialist organisations,
such as the National Socialist Women’s League (Nationalsozialist-
ische Frauenschaft – NSF).

Whereas the social characteristics of the rank-and-file member-
ship of such organisations as the SA, SS, HJ and NSBO have been
the focus of much dispute over the years, there is general consensus
among historians and social scientists that the leadership of these
organisations, indeed the leadership of virtually all of the many spe-
cialist organisations formed by the Nazis by 1933, was predom-
inantly in the hands of individuals drawn from the middle class,
and to a considerable extent also from the upper class. The lead-
ership corps of the SA was certainly markedly different in social
terms from the predominantly working-class background of the SA
troopers [22; 43: 58–60; 68]. As far as the higher echelons of the
SA are concerned (those who reached the rank of Standartenführer
or SA colonel and above), the meticulously researched, sophisti-
cated quantitative analysis produced by Mathilde Jamin demon-
strates that before the Nazi seizure of power, the higher ranks of the
SA leadership corps were the almost exclusive preserve of the mid-
dle class and elite (see Figure 13), with few workers reaching the
higher ranks of an organisation which had a predominantly working-
class rank-and-file. It was only in the lower SA leadership positions,
up to the rank of Scharführer (SA sergeant), which were generally
staffed by individuals recruited from the rank-and-file membership,
that the social gulf existing between the ordinary SA trooper and
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Figure 13 The social ranking of the leadership of the SA before
1933 according to Jamin (N: 951)

the higher leadership corps of the SA was hardly in evidence [43:
59]. Fischer notes that it was the complexity of the administrative
tasks which were performed by the middle- and higher-ranking SA
leaders which generally excluded the less educated from advancing
within the SA hierarchy beyond the non-commissioned officer level
[43: 61].

The available evidence on the social configuration of the SS lead-
ership throws up significant differences of views on the extent of the
working-class presence within the SS officer corps. Kater points to
the sizeable number of academics, especially doctors and lawyers,
as well as ‘aristocrats’, among the SS leadership in the 1930s, the
great bulk of whom rushed to join the SS after Hitler became chan-
cellor [71: 372–3]. The detailed study of the SS officer corps by
Gunnar Boehnert, based on a sample of 5,250 SS leaders recruited
in the period 1925 to 1939, highlights not only the overwhelmingly
middle-class nature of the SS leadership corps by 1939, but the
quite dramatic surge of academics into the SS hierarchy after the
Nazi seizure of power. Boehnert’s data suggests that only 7.4 per
cent of the SS leaders in post in 1939 had a working-class back-
ground, whereas 52.6 per cent were from the lower middle class,
and 40 per cent from the upper middle class [14: 362]. A somewhat
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Figure 14 The class standing of leaders of the General-SS who
had joined the SS before 30 January 1933 according to Ziegler
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different picture of the social background of the SS leadership is pro-
vided by Herbert Ziegler. SS leaders drawn from the working class
are much more numerous in his sample of 1,895 SS officers who
were in post in 1938. Although he underlines that 75 per cent of the
SS leadership involved individuals drawn from the lower and upper
middle class, Ziegler also draws attention to the 25 per cent of lead-
ers who had a working-class background, giving the SS leadership a
‘heterogeneous structure’ on the eve of the Second World War [137:
104–5, 118]. Among the leaders of the General-SS recruited before
1933, moreover, those whom Ziegler defines as ‘having working-
class roots’ (to measure the social standing of the SS leaders, Ziegler
used the following variables for each leader: the social class of his
father, the years of formal education he had received and the occu-
pation which he had attained) were even more strongly represented,
accounting for just under 38 per cent (see Figure 14) [137: 130].
In the SS–TV (SS–Totenkopfverbände – SS–Death’s Head Forma-
tions) the figure for leaders drawn from the working class was ap-
parently higher still (43.4 per cent), whereas that for leaders with
a working-class background in the SS–VT (SS–Verfügungstruppe
– SS–Specialist Troops) was somewhat lower (31.2 per cent)
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[137: 130]. There is, however, general consensus on one feature
of the SS leadership corps, namely that the higher the SS rank, the
more likely that it was filled by better-educated individuals drawn
from prestigious occupational backgrounds. Further research sug-
gests itself to resolve the marked difference in the level of the
working-class presence within the SS leadership which Boehnert
and Ziegler obtained from their respective samples.

The leadership cadre of other Nazi specialist organisations has
not been subjected to the careful scrutiny given those in charge of
the SA and SS, but the indications are that these also drew the bulk
of their leaders from the middle class and elite. Given the social
make-up of the rank-and-file HJ, Stachura found the contrast be-
tween its strongly proletarian membership and bourgeois leadership
particularly striking. On the basis of an analysis of 200 of the most
significant HJ leaders active in the pre-1934 period, Stachura found
that only 13 individuals (or 10.8 per cent) of the 120 he was able to
classify in social terms came from the working class, while the rest
all had middle-class backgrounds [124: 59]. Similarly, despite the
overall dominance of the working class in the HJ in the Palatinate,
the branch leadership was primarily in the hands of middle-class in-
dividuals, while the handful of upper-middle-class and upper-class
elements recruited by the HJ in the region provided the Gau leader-
ship [101: 110, 113]. The same pattern is discernible in the NSBO,
the leadership of which, according to Kratzenberg, was also pri-
marily in the hands of ‘the petit-bourgeois white-collar employee
element’ [80: 179]. It does seem that despite the often significant
working-class presence within the rank-and-file membership of the
more sizeable and important Nazi specialist organisations, these
generally drew their leadership corps from the Mittelstand and from
the elite.



Chapter 7

The social geometry of the Nazi
electorate, 1928–1933

The first attempts to reach some conclusions about the social ge-
ometry of the support mobilised by the Nazi Party date back to the
early 1930s and were invariably based on visual observations of the
voting behaviour of the German electorate. Close on the heels of
the Nazi breakthrough in the Reichstag election of September 1930,
Theodor Geiger reached the conclusion that the electoral success of
the Nazi Party was fundamentally due to the support it had received
from members of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ middle classes [50], a view
he was later to repeat in his seminal work on the social structure of
the German population, which contained a chapter on the relation-
ship between Nazism and the Mittelstand [51: 109–22]. In a series
of articles Werner Stephan examined in an impressionistic manner
the trends discernible in the Landtag and Reichstag elections from
1930 onwards, in which he – like Geiger – pointed to the resilience
displayed by the Catholic Centre Party and its Bavarian off-shoot,
the Bavarian People’s Party, the continued strength of the left-wing
vote and the dramatic collapse of support for the major bourgeois
parties. Stephan assumed that the demise of the bourgeois par-
ties accounted for the growing electoral strength of the Nazi Party
[128–31]. The ‘middle-class thesis’ of Nazism was born on the back
of such visual comparisons, which were limited to revealing rather
obvious trends.

An exception to such studies lacking methodological rigour was
the sophisticated work – by the standards of the time – produced by
Rudolf Heberle. It was completed by him in 1934, but not published
until almost a decade later, and focused on Schleswig-Holstein, the
only electoral district in which the Nazi Party secured an abso-
lute majority in a Reichstag election before 1933 [58–9]. Heberle
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correlated the social structure of counties (Kreise) and local com-
munities (Gemeinden) with the electoral results of these basic admin-
istrative units, and reached the conclusion that it was the Protestant
rural and small-town middle class which turned to the Nazi Party
in droves [58–9]. Similar views were expressed by Charles Loomis
and J. Allen Beegle just after Heberle’s results had been made public
[87].

In the post-war period the thesis that the Nazi Party was the po-
litical rallying point of the radicalised rural and urban Mittelstand
continued to be the norm, and was strengthened further in a
series of influential writings not based on any stringent empirical
analysis [16; 64–5; 85]. Lipset’s characterisation of the ideal-typical
Nazi voter in 1932 as ‘a middle-class self-employed Protestant who
lived either on a farm or in a small community’ emphatically restated
the ‘middle-class thesis’ of Nazism in 1960 [85: 149]. Occasional
attempts to query the consensus, such as the argument advanced
by Reinhard Bendix that it was young voters and former non-
voters who primarily fed the Nazi vote – at least until the elec-
tions of 1932 – rather than former right-wing (Mittelstand ) voters
[8], came to nothing. Bendix, influenced by Lipset’s arguments,
eventually distanced himself from his ‘revisionist’ ideas. The revival
of Bendix’s old approach by O’Lessker [109] also had little im-
pact, though it did generate the odd riposte [121]. But such occa-
sional attacks failed to disturb the dominant ‘middle-class thesis’
until a number of methodologically more sophisticated major
studies on the Nazi Party’s electorate appeared in the early 1980s
[26; 56; 57].

Although none of the first modern electoral analyses dealt with
the whole of the Nazi electorate, which limited their representative
nature, they did collectively challenge, and then gradually under-
mine, firmly entrenched views on the social composition of the Nazi
electorate. From the mid-1970s onwards Thomas Childers began
to publish a number of articles in which he painted a more dif-
ferentiated picture of the voting behaviour of the middle classes
[24–5]. In 1983 his major work on the Nazi electorate appeared,
in which he emphasised that significant differences existed in the
social composition of the Nazi electorate before and after 1930,
and pointed to the party’s ability to secure support from all social
groupings. Childers noted that the ‘new’ middle class (white-collar
workers) had a more limited presence in the party’s electorate than
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the ‘old’ middle class (farmers, shopkeepers, self-employed arti-
sans). As to the working class and its assumed or alleged virtual
absence within the Nazi electorate, Childers reached the conclu-
sion that although there was a negative correlation between Nazism
and industrial workers, there existed a positive one between Nazism
and blue-collar workers in crafts and small enterprises, though this
weakened somewhat after 1930 [24; 26]. In the summary of his
findings, Childers emphasised that ‘support for National Socialism
varied in duration and degree’, but that it was not ‘confined to the
lower middle class or to socially marginal déclassé’. He underlined,
however, that ‘the nucleus of the NSDAP’s following was formed
by the small farmers, shopkeepers, and independent artisans of the
old middle class, who constituted the most stable and consistent
components of the National Socialist constituency between 1924
and 1932’ [26: 264].

Childers suggested that the Nazi Party did evolve into a form
of Volkspartei, a ‘catch-all party’ which gathered together the dis-
contented from all social classes over time. But his book does not
contain the sort of outspoken critique of the lower-middle-class the-
sis which is to be found in two further major studies on the Nazi
electorate by Richard Hamilton and by Dirk Hänisch, which also
appeared in the early 1980s. Hamilton’s route to finding out who
voted for the Nazi Party – given that he made clear that he was not
enamoured with a purely statistical approach – was quite different
to that taken by Childers and Hänisch. Rather than dealing with the
electorate in part or as a whole, Hamilton’s focus was restricted to
towns with a population of 100,000 and over. He dealt with fifteen
of fifty-two such sized towns in Germany in the 1920s, and pursued
a question previously neglected in electoral analyses, the voting pat-
tern of the upper middle class and upper class, that is, of the ‘elite’
of German society. Hamilton found that ‘the best districts’ – that is
districts in which the upper middle class and upper class formed the
majority of the population – of all but three of the cities which he
investigated (the exceptions were Cologne, Munich and Frankfurt)
‘gave Hitler and his party the strongest support’ [56: 421]. Another
result of Hamilton’s enquiry was that he found that in some towns a
quarter of the electorate in working-class districts gave their vote to
the Nazi Party [56: 386]. Hamilton argued that the German equiva-
lent of the ‘Tory working-class voter’ provided a considerable part of
the NSDAP’s electoral strength. Hamilton’s conclusions, however,
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are undermined by the smallness of the urban ‘sample’ on which
they are based, which inevitably limits the representative nature of
his findings [94: 175]. The significance of his work is further re-
duced by his failure, barring the exception provided by Berlin, to
look at large towns situated in middle and eastern Germany. Nor did
Hamilton examine the elite in any city in its entirety, for he only con-
centrated on the socially most homogeneous districts of the cities he
had selected, ignoring the upper-class elements resident in other –
more socially mixed – areas [94: 176]. It was the strong presence of
the elite – as well as the significant working-class presence – in the
Nazi electorate in the relatively few towns which Hamilton exam-
ined which led him to reject the ‘lower-middle-class’ hypothesis of
Nazism.

In a work based on a complex and sophisticated methodology re-
flecting state-of-the-art statistical techniques, Dirk Hänisch force-
fully refuted the ‘middle-class thesis’. He examined the behaviour
of around 70 per cent of the German electorate stretching over the
seven Reichstag elections spanning the years 1924 to 1933. Hänisch
reached the conclusion that ‘the confessional influence on electoral
behaviour is one of the most important factors’ [57: 224] determin-
ing the extent of the Nazi vote, with religion acting as a block to
Nazi penetration into the Catholic electorate in the rural areas in
particular. Hänisch found that in the urban centres it was the left
which acted as a brake on Nazi expansion. In the summary of his
research Hänisch adamantly rejected the ‘middle-class thesis’, and
concluded that ‘the social basis of the NSDAP was fuelled by all
strata’ and that the party had ‘a trans-class character’. Although he
acknowledged the strong presence of the middle-class voter within
the Nazi electorate, he rejected the thesis ‘that the electorate of the
NSDAP was formed predominantly by the middle class’ [57: 228].

Courtney Brown broke new ground in 1982 when he analysed
the vote of all of the 946 counties of the Weimar Republic, though
only for the Reichstag election of July 1932. Brown concluded that
the Nazi electorate was confined to only sections of the Protestant
lower middle class in that ‘the highly flaunted Protestant petty bour-
geois support seems to have occurred mainly in the rural areas’,
whereas Protestant urban areas were not bastions of petty bour-
geois Nazi support. On the basis of his analysis, Brown reached
the startling conclusion that ‘the Nazis gained strong support from
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the petty bourgeoisie in Catholic (urban) areas’, and that as far as
the limited working-class support for Nazism was concerned, this
was confined to Catholic workers in the areas of trade and trans-
portation, who gave ‘some support’ to the Nazis, whereas Protestant
workers opposed them [19: 300–2].

None of the important works summarised above offered a to-
tally representative analysis of the whole of the Nazi electorate in
the Weimar Republic. That had to await the publication in 1991
of the authoritative study on the Nazi electorate by Jürgen Falter,
the product of two decades or more of primary research by Falter
and his research team. Falter and his colleagues began to pro-
duce a stream of informative publications on various aspects of the
Nazi electorate from the early 1980s [30–2; 34–7; 40]. Like Childers
and Hänisch (who was part of the ‘Falter team’ from 1984 to
1989), Falter pointed to the fact that there was no such thing as
a ‘typical’ Nazi voter, that the social configuration of the Nazi elec-
torate was complex and that the ‘middle-class thesis’ was not tenable
in the light of the evidence. Important among the extensive output
by Falter and his fellow researchers is an article by Falter and
Hänisch which appeared in 1986, which demonstrated the strong
working-class support enjoyed by the Nazi Party at the polls from
the Reichstag election of 1928 onwards [37].

In his exhaustive study of the Nazi voter which appeared in 1991,
Falter examined all of the Reichstag elections, as well as the presi-
dential elections of 1925 and 1932, and looked at the voters who
supported the Nazi Party from virtually every conceivable angle.
The results obtained through state-of-the-art statistical techniques
are contained in a bewildering array of tables and figures to be
found throughout the book. It is unlikely that a more comprehen-
sive and statistically more complex analysis of the Nazi voter will
see the light of day in the foreseeable future. Falter reached the firm
conclusion that in electoral terms the Nazi Party was very much
a ‘Volkspartei of Protest’ in every election from 1928 to 1933 (see
Figure 15). The most startling aspect of Falter’s work is his finding
that a quite sizeable number of workers voted for Nazism. According
to his analysis working-class voters provided between 39 and 40 per
cent of the Nazi Party’s vote in every Reichstag election from May
1928 to November 1932. Falter’s calculations suggest that among
these Nazi working-class voters there were some 2 million former
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Figure 15 The social composition of the Nazi electorate in the
Reichstag elections from 1928 to 1932 according to Falter

voters for the SPD by 1932, as well as approximately 350,000 for-
mer voters for the KPD [33: 116]. Like Hänisch before him, Falter
also points to the fact that it was the confessional factor, rather than
class, that acted as the major block to the penetration of Nazism into
the German body politic. In Catholic regions of Germany the Nazis
found it difficult to generate the level of support that they were able
to mobilise in Protestant regions [33: 175–9]. This confessional
immunisation was not universal, however. Falter himself notes
that some 600,000 former voters for the Catholic Centre Party –
and its Bavarian offshoot, the Bavarian People’s Party – switched
their allegiance to the Nazi Party between 1928 and 1933 [33:
116]. It is also clear that there were quite a few villages and small
towns in solidly Catholic regions of Germany in which the Nazis
secured often very high returns in the elections of the early 1930s
[61].

Collectively the modern studies on the Nazi voter highlight the
marked social mix to be found in the Nazi electorate. Although
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voters drawn from the ‘old’ and ‘new’ middle class provided very
strong support for the Nazis at the polls, with members of the ‘old’
middle class much more in evidence than those drawn from the
‘new’, the Nazi Party also gathered extensive support from the elite
and from the working class. It is now generally accepted that the
electoral support gathered by the Nazi Party came from very diverse
social elements rather than just from the Mittelstand.



Chapter 8

Conclusion

A veritable revolution took place between the 1970s and the 1990s
as far as our understanding of the social bases of Nazism is con-
cerned. The end result of it has been the gradual undermining of the
validity of the ‘(lower-) middle-class thesis’ of Nazism which held
sway for so long. Whereas Mühlberger’s call for the abandonment
of the ‘middle-class thesis’ [99: 504] was dubbed ‘folly’ by Kater
in the early 1980s [75: 236], ten years later the latter had changed
his view. By 1993 it was possible for Falter, a chief advocate of the
‘people’s party thesis’ of Nazism, and Kater, a consistent advocate
of the old orthodoxy which held that Nazism was a ‘pre-eminently
lower-middle-class affair’, to write that ‘a fundamental consensus
has been established today as regards the main characteristics of
the mass base on which the NSDAP rested . . . one that applies to
the members as well as to the voters of Hitler’s Party’, namely that
it had the characteristics of a ‘people’s party’ [38: 155]. The main
contours of the social forces on which Nazism was based before
1933 are now fairly clearly established.

It is likely that future research will support and refine, rather than
overturn, the consensus view which has emerged as far as the ques-
tion of the social characteristics of Nazism is concerned. The cumu-
lative result of all of the information now at hand has been the ero-
sion of the acceptability of the Mittelstandspartei hypothesis to the
point at which the validity of the alternative Volkspartei thesis can
no longer be seriously questioned. From being the minority view,
much decried in the pre- and post-war period, when the orthodox
‘(lower-) middle-class-thesis’ of Nazism marginalised the ‘people’s
party’ or ‘mass party’ approach, the work of a number of schol-
ars, especially Thomas Childers, Conan Fischer, Jürgen Falter,
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Michael Kater (though perhaps not intentionally!), Paul Madden
and Detlef Mühlberger, has produced empirically based statisti-
cal data which points overwhelmingly in one direction: that the
Nazi Movement effectively transcended the class divide. Just as the
dominance of the ‘lower-middle-class theory’ of the Nazi Party’s
membership was gradually demolished after 1980 by a series of
studies based on empirical evidence, so the analyses of the electoral
support enjoyed by the Nazis which have appeared since the early
1980s have shown that the predominating ‘middle-class thesis’ of
the Nazi electorate cannot survive when tested by empirical means.

It is clear that the Nazis drew their members and voters from all
segments of German society, though in unequal proportions. It was
the ability of the Nazis to generate support from all social classes
which ultimately gave the Nazi Movement its potency. There is gen-
eral consensus among historians that the success of the Nazi Party
did not just depend on its being ‘a catch-all movement of protest’ fu-
elled by the social and economic misery brought about by the World
Depression. Although the collapse of the German economy was
one factor behind the rapid surge in support which the Nazi Move-
ment experienced from the late 1920s onwards – for the economic
crisis undoubtedly generated growing and widespread resentment
against a democratic state which seemed incapable of ameliorating
the increasing distress of the mass of German society – the ‘protest’
aspect was but one dimension of a complex of factors which fed
Nazism. Critical among these, and given greater potency by the
successive economic and political crises from which the Weimar
Republic suffered from its inception, was the Nazi Party’s con-
stantly proclaimed intention to create a classless Volksgemeinschaft
(people’s community) which would overcome the social and po-
litical divisions existing in German society. That idea, which had
taken root in the German socialist movement in the years before
the First World War, was appropriated by the Nazis in the 1920s,
and undoubtedly exerted a strong appeal across the class divide, es-
pecially among working-class circles. The party’s promise to tackle
the social and economic problems facing all sections of society also
generated broad support, as did the Nazi vision of a ‘reborn’, pow-
erful Germany capable of playing a dominant role on the Continent
once more. In the unrelenting propaganda of the Nazi Movement
from the late 1920s onwards the party clearly articulated ideas which
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many Germans of all occupational and social backgrounds found at-
tractive. The extreme racism on which the so-called Weltanschauung
of Nazism was based undoubtedly also moved sections of German
society to give their backing to the Nazi cause.

That elements of the Mittelstand responded strongly to the over-
tures of the Nazi Party to become the core of its constituency cannot
be denied and is clearly demonstrated by the available evidence.
But it is clear now that the Mittelstand was only marginally over-
represented in the Nazi Movement as a whole, given that it was
able to attract a surprisingly high level of support from the working
class, even if this class was under-represented within it in compari-
son to its size in society. It was the support from established social
circles, from the elite, which was significantly over-represented in
both the membership and – especially – the leadership of the Nazi
Movement. There is no denying that the Mittelstand and the elite
were more susceptible to Nazism’s appeal than the working class,
but a party with a working-class content of around 40 per cent, sup-
ported at the polls by roughly the same percentage of working-class
voters, a party in which elite elements were increasingly conspicuous
after 1930, a movement which established specialist organisations –
such as the HJ, the SA, the SS and the NSBO – in which the work-
ing class provided the majority of the rank-and-file membership,
cannot be accommodated within the framework of the old ‘middle-
class thesis’. This was recognised by a tiny minority during the
Weimar era, and even by Communists at the time, such as Hans
Jäger. He pointed out as early as 1932 that although middle-class
elements were over-represented in the membership of the NSDAP,
the party had nevertheless managed to mobilise a not insignificant
level of working-class support, especially from among its younger
age groups. He also observed that workers were especially promi-
nent in the SA, and to a lesser extent the SS [66: 1430–1]. Modern
research on the membership of the Nazi Party, its electorate and
the social composition of its most significant specialist organisations
has broadly arrived at the same conclusions which Jäger reached so
long ago. The NSDAP was indeed what the Nazis claimed it to be,
a Volkspartei, not a class or middle-class affair.
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[102] Mühlberger, D. (1991) Hitler’s Followers: Studies in the Sociology of
the Nazi Movement (London and New York). Examines the social
contours of the Nazi Party in four different regions of Germany, as



Bibliography 89

well as the social characteristics of the membership of the SA and
SS. A strong advocate of the Volkspartei thesis.
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